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INTRODUCTION 


In Israel gab es Bilder , according to the title of a book by Silvia Schroer 
that appeared in 1987. 1 Although the title of the monograph is a state¬ 
ment of fact, it assumes programmatical overtones when read in the con¬ 
text of the iconographical project of the Fribourg School, of which 
Schroer’s book is a product. From the early 1970s onward, the Biblical 
Institute of the University of Fribourg, Switzerland, embarked upon a 
systematic exploration and interpretation of the iconographical remains 
from Palestine. Led by Othmar Keel, a team of dedicated scholars set 
out to convince students of ancient Israelite religion that they were well- 
advised not to ignore the information on Israelite religion provided by 
the iconographic data. Since the latter constituted a source of informa¬ 
tion independent of the Bible (and therefore free from biased editing), 
they allowed a privileged perspective on early Israel. 

The success of the Fribourg school can be measured, some twenty- 
five years after its beginnings, by the reception of a book by Keel and 
Uehlinger that can be regarded as a kind of provisional Summa of the 
school, viz. Gottinnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole. 2 This, in the words of 
one reviewer, is ‘the first true history of Israelite religion’, because it is 
based on authentic evidence contemporary with the periods described. 3 
Such praise is not entirely felicitous because Keel and Uehlinger did not 
intend to write a history of Israelite religion. 4 Yet the sense that a thor¬ 
ough knowledge of the iconography is a prerequisite for a scholar of 
Israelite religion has gained wide acceptance. 5 This and other publica- 


1 S. Schroer, In Israel gab es Bilder. Nachrichten von darstellender Kunst im Alten 
Testament (OBO 74; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1987). 

2 O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Gottinnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole. Neue Erkenntnisse zur 
Religionsgeschichte Kanaans und Israels aufgrund bislang unerschlossener ikono- 
graphischer Quellen (QD 134; Freiburg/Basel/Wien, 1992) 

3 E. A. Knauf, review of O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Gottinnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole, 
Bib 75 (1994), 298-302, citation p. 299. 

4 See Christoph Uehlinger’s comments, ‘Anthropomorphic Cult Statuary in Iron Age 
Palestine and the Search for Yahweh’s Cult Images’, in this volume, fn. 10. 

5 Thus W. G. Dever in a number of contributions, e.g., Material Remains and the Cult in 
Ancient Israel: An Essay in Archeological Systematics, The Word of the Lord Shall Go 
Forth. Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Sixtieth Birth¬ 
day (eds. C. L. Meyers & M. O’Connor; Winona Lake, 1983), 571-587; Id., The 
Contribution of Archaeology to the Study of Canaanite and Early Israelite Religion, 
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tions by the Fribourg school, such as Die Welt der altorientalischen 
Bildsymbolik und das Alte Testament (1972, by Othmar Keel), Frau und 
Gottin (1983, by Urs Winter), the above-mentioned In Israel gab es 
Bilder (1987, by Silvia Schroer), and Das Recht der Bilder gesehen zu 
werden (1992, by O. Keel), not to mention numerous primary studies 
particularly devoted to stamp seal glyptics, 6 have had a cumulative, and 
ultimately decisive impact on the study of Israelite religion. 

The discovery of the iconography as an unduly neglected source of 
information on religion in Palestine, corresponds to a general tendency 
in the historical study of religions. In a German introduction to the 
scholarly study of religion written for an audience of non-specialists, the 
author takes a firm stance against the traditional methods of investiga¬ 
tion. The study of religions began as a study of texts, and to a large 
extent it has remained right up to the present day. Although texts should 
not be ignored, their study must be supplemented (and counterbalanced, 
in many cases) by a study of religious practice and (especially when 
dealing with extinct religions) the iconography. 7 The exclusive preoccu¬ 
pation with texts is a Christian, and more specifically Protestant, her¬ 
itage. It has led to a high regard for the so-called book religions and an 
attendant neglect of religions not endowed with a body of canonical 
writings. In an era in which the television and the silver screen have 
proved that images often have an impact beyond that of words, the 
iconography in this context can no longer be dismissed as a series of 
images in the margins of the written word. The image has been recog¬ 
nised as an independent message. It is no longer inferior to the text, and 
may under certain circumstances take precedence. 


Ancient Israelite Religion (ed. P. D. Miller, Jr. et al.\ Philadelphia, 1987), 209-247. The 
approach advocated by Dever, or one much like it, has been followed by G. W. 
Ahlstrom, Royal Administration and National Religion in Ancient Palestine (Leiden: 
Brill, 1982); Id., An Archaeological Picture of Iron Age Religions in Ancient Palestine 
(Studia Orientalia 55/3; Helsinki, 1984). See also J. S. Holladay, Jr., Religion in Israel 
and Judah Under the Monarchy: An Explicitly Archaeological Approach, Ancient 
Israelite Religion , 249-299. 

6 An almost comprehensive bibliography on studies originating from this ‘school’ 
appears in O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Altorientalische Miniaturkunst (2nd ed., Fribourg, 
1996), 181-187. 

7 H.-J. Greschat, Was ist Religionswissenschaft? (Urban Taschenbiicher 390; Stuttgart, 
1988), esp. 50-51; cf. H.W.F. Saggs, The Encounter with the Divine in Mesopotamia 
and Israel (London, 1978), 24-26; F. Stolz, Grundziige der Religionswissenschaft 
(Kleine Vandenhoeck-Reihe 1527; Gottingen, 1988), esp. 79ff. The list could be sup¬ 
plemented by dozens of titles concerned with Greek religion, where iconography has a 
better-established stature. 
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In view of the revalorisation of the religious image, it is almost 
inevitable that biblical scholars will return to an issue that seemed to 
have been settled long ago. If there were images in Israel, many of them 
religious, were there also images of Yahweh? Although the question 
might strike some readers of the Bible as blasphemous, it is one that, 
nonetheless, merits serious consideration. Until quite recently, the pre¬ 
vailing view among the specialists was that the Israelite cult was ani- 
conic; the principal cult symbols were standing stones (Hebrew 
massebot ), but these were not iconic in the usual sense of the word. The 
bull image in the temple of Bethel (and Dan?), referred to in the Book 
of Hosea as the ‘Calf of Samaria’, was not an image of Yahweh but a 
huge pedestal upon which the god was invisibly present. This traditional 
interpretation of the biblical data allowed scholars to surmise that the 
prohibition of graven images, albeit late in the form we have in 
Deuteronomy and Exodus, reflects an ancient and perhaps Mosaic tradi¬ 
tion. In a recent study of Israelite aniconism, Tryggve Mettinger has 
argued that programmatic aniconism (or the anti-iconism of the Bible) 
was rather late, but that de facto aniconism goes back a long way in the 
history of Israelite religion. 8 

The consensus on the absence of Yahweh images in Israel has proba¬ 
bly never been without its dissenters. An example in point is the well- 
known Norwegian scholar, Sigmund Mowinckel, who argued that the 
rejection of images was a very late phenomenon in Israel, and that the 
temple of Jerusalem had long harboured an image of Yahweh. 9 In recent 
years this minority view has gained new momentum. Oswald Loretz, for 
instance, in a study on the Canaanite background of Psalm 27 that 
appeared in 1985, argues that the expression ‘to behold the beauty of 
God’ (Ps 27:4) can hardly mean anything else but the veneration of a 
cult statue of Yahweh. 10 He elaborated on this idea in 1992 in a mono¬ 
graph on anthropomorphic cult imagery in Mesopotamia, Ugarit, and 
Israel. 11 The thesis claiming a cult statue of Yahweh in pre-exilic Israel 


8 T. N. D. Mettinger, No Graven Image ? Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient Near East¬ 
ern Context (Stockholm, 1995). 

9 See, e.g., S. Mowinckel, A quel moment le culte de Yahve a Jerusalem est-il ojficielle- 
ment devenu un culte sans images?, RHPR 9 (1929), 197-216. 

10 O. Loretz, Leberschau, Siindenbock, Asasel in Ugarit und Israel Leberschau und 
Jahwestatue in Psalm 27, Leberschau in Psalm 74 (UBL 3; Altenberge, 1985), esp. 
73-75. 

11 M. Dietrich & O. Loretz, ‘Jahwe und seine Aschera : Anthropomorphes Kultbild in 
Mesopotamien, Ugarit und Israel. Das biblische Bilderverbot (UBL 9; Munster, 
1992). 
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and Judah, in the temples of Samaria, Bethel and Jerusalem, has since 
then also been defended by Herbert Niehr, 12 Brian Schmidt, 13 and 
Christoph Uehlinger. 14 The main arguments advanced in favour of the 
assumption that there were cult statues of Yahweh in Israel and Judah, 
are the biblical references to a statue of Yahweh’s consort Asherah, 
expressions about seeing God that imply the presence of an image, the 
interpretation of the Golden Calf as a divine image (‘This is your 
God...’), and references to Israelite cult images in Assyrian documents. 

The debate on Israelite aniconism is far from closed, as the reactions 
to Mettinger’s recent monograph No Graven Image show. 15 Nor is the 
present collection of studies and essays on the role of religious images in 
Israel and the ancient Near East intended to be the final word on the 
matter. What it offers the reader is a representative and well-informed 
survey of the available data, both textual and archaeological, on the role 
of divine images in the biblical world. 

The book opens with contributions by Izak Cornelius and Angelika 
Berlejung on divine images and symbols in the ancient Near Eastern civ¬ 
ilizations that surrounded Israel; Cornelius gives a general survey, and 
Berlejung provides an up-to-date introduction to the consecration rituals 
of divine images in Mesopotamia. The articles by Herbert Niehr, 
Christoph Uehlinger, and Bob Becking discuss the evidence biblical, 
iconographical, and inscriptional for the presence of images of various 
gods in pre-exilic Israel (the period of the First Temple). Although the 
authors take different positions on various points of detail, they agree in 
their emphasis on the importance of images in the religious practices of 
Israelites and Judaeans. Niehr and Uehlinger argue that the cult of 
images included the veneration of Yahweh images. The contributions by 
Tryggve Mettinger and Ronald Hendel sound a different note. In a dis¬ 
cussion with his reviewers, Mettinger expands on some of his ideas on 
the antiquity of Israelite aniconism as expounded in No Graven Image ; 

12 In his inaugural lecture at Tubingen, 1993. An adapted English version of the 
Antrittsvorlesung of H. Niehr is published in this volume. 

13 B. B. Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition. On Reading Images and Viewing Texts, The 
Triumph ofElohim (ed. D. Edelman; Kampen, 1995), 75-105. 

14 Ch. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism in Context, Bib 77 (1996), 540-549, esp. 547-548; 
id., ‘Anthropomorphic Cult Statuary in Iron Age Palestine and the Search for Yahweh’s 
Cult Images’, in this volume. 

15 See Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism; O. Loretz, Semitischer Anikonismus und bibli- 
sches Bilderverbot, UF 26 (1994 [1996]), 209-223; V. Hurowitz, Picuring Imageless 
Deities. Iconography in the Ancient Near East, BAR 23 No. 3 (1997), 46-51 and 68-69; 
T. J. Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism, JAOS (fc.); and Mettinger’s response in 
this volume. 
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he offers attendant arguments for some of his views and refines some of 
his positions as well. Hendel surveys the iconographical record in Israel 
and Judah and concludes that Mettinger is basically correct in stressing 
the venerability of the aniconic tradition; in addition, Hendel argues that 
Israelite aniconism also had important political implications. Karel van 
der Toom concludes the book with an essay on the analogy between the 
worship of images and the cult of a holy book. His contribution suggests 
that, in the psychology of believers, the difference between Religions of 
the Image and religions of the Book is not as huge as mapy scholars 
have held it to be. 


Karel van 
Leiden 


der Toorn 
, July 1997 









THE MANY FACES OF GOD: 
DIVINE IMAGES AND SYMBOLS IN 
ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN RELIGIONS 


Izak Cornelius 

"... kein Gott erschopft sich in seinen Attributen” (Erik Hornung) 


1. Introduction 

The people of the ancient Near East (which includes Egypt) depicted 
their gods and goddesses in various ways. This article highlights the 
various iconic representations of the deity, and at the same time will 
also try to reveal something of the other side of the coin, namely the 
aniconic. It tells the story of “visible religion”, 1 the iconography of 
the divine, art as an epiphany of the divine. 2 This contribution works 
from the general thesis that in spite of the generality of iconic cults 
in the ancient Near East, there were some tendencies towards anicon- 
ism. Because of the limited space, only a broad overview of the way 
in which the deities were represented can be given, illustrated by 
selected examples. 3 Some detailed attention will be devoted to 
Amama on account of the presumed link between monotheism and 
aniconism and the possibility that the religion of Akhenaten was 
monotheistic. 

In a thought-provoking book that has given a new impetus to the 
debate on aniconism in ancient Near Eastern religions, Mettinger 4 
defines “image” as referring to iconic representations of the gods, while 
aniconism refers to “cults where there is no iconic representation of the 
deity (anthropomorphic or theriomorphic)”. Aniconism involves “ ... an 

1 The title of the journal of the Institute of Religious Iconography at the University of 
Groningen. 

2 Cf. M. Dietrich & D. Loretz, “ Jakwe und seine Ascherah” (Munster, 1992), 185. 

3 Because it is impossible to include illustrations of all the material referred to, examples 
contained in ANEP will be cited comprehensively. This collection is now in dire need 
of revision. 

4 T.N.D. Mettinger, No Graven Image ? Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient Near Eastern 
Context (Stockholm, 1995), 27. 
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aniconic symbol or sacred emptiness”. 5 The clear distinction between 
the iconic and aniconic is not, however, that entirely straightforward. 6 
“Image” and “iconic” are easier to define in terms of representation in 
anthropomorphic (or zoomorphic) form. One view holds that aniconism 
precludes all symbols of the deity, whilst another view also regards 
symbols as aniconic. The question then is whether or not these symbols 
are merely “abbreviations” of the (anthropomorphic) image, a question 
which again links up with cases of “reduced” or “restricted” iconism. 
Aniconism is to be distinguished from iconoclasm, the latter being the 
repudiation of images, a practice which usually led to the programmatic 
destruction of images. 7 

I do not propose a specific definition of aniconism, although I do tend 
to follow the broader view which includes divine symbols as examples 
of aniconic tendencies. I also exclude the question of the identity 
between the deity and its representation on the grounds that my concern 
is purely iconographic and generally confined to the descriptive level. 
This contribution will simply offer a survey of the religious iconography 
of the ancient Near East. Its primary concern is not the cultic statue or 
image as such (of which very few examples, if any, have survived), nor 


5 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 19; cf. also his Aniconism - a West Semitic Context for 
the Israelite Phenomenon?, Ein Gott Allein? JHWH-Verehrung und biblischer 
Monotheismus im Kontext der israelitischen und altorientalischen Religionsgeschichte 
(ed. W. Dietrich & M.A. Klopfenstein; Fribourg, 1994), 160. For examples of anicon¬ 
ism cf. D. Metzler, Anikonische Darstellungen, Visible Religion 4-5 (1985-1986), 96- 
113. M. Dietrich in Dietrich & Loretz, Jahwe, 14-15 places “Anikonika” under 
“Dingsymbolen” and gives the symbols of Inanna and Anu as examples of this (cf. U. 
Seidl, Gottersymbole, RLA III, 490). This is too specific and one wonders why sym¬ 
bolic representations such as divine weapons are not included. 

6 A.C. Moore, Iconography of Religions: An Introduction (London, 1976), 27-28 distin¬ 
guishes between iconic as “with a likeness” and aniconic as “without a likeness”. He 
gives as examples: a plain cross and a crucifix with an image of Christ, the empty 
throne for the presence of the Buddha and the Buddha in human form. Cf. also the entry 
“Iconic and Aniconic” in The Encyclopaedia of World Art VII (New York, 1963), 
especially 799-801. Unfortunately the new Dictionary of Art (ed. J. Turner; New York, 
1996) has no specific entry on “Aniconism”, although the article “Iconoclasm” 
touches on some matters relevant to the theme. 

7 H. Cancik, Ikonoklasmus, HrwG III (1993), 217-221 and D. Freedberg, The Power of 
Images (Chicago, 1989), Chapter 14. The Dictionary of Art defines “iconoclasm” as 
“the destruction of images, particularly for religious reasons” and includes the broader 
idea of the opposition to images. This article shows how many facets iconoclasm can 
have, including even the prohibition of certain types of images (i.e. anthropomorphic) 
and the replacement of one image by another. Mettinger, No Graven Image , 18 and 
Aniconism, 159, distinguishes clearly between de facto aniconism and programmatic 
iconoclasm. The term “Anti-iconism” is not used that often, but note the article by Chr. 
Uehlinger in the present volume. 
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the way in which these were manufactured or consecrated. The focus 
will be on divine representations and symbols in general in all vehicles 
of representation. 8 


2. Egypt 

2.1. General 

In the same way that Tacitus was amazed by the Jews, who made no 
images of their god, Juvenal (Satire XV) sneered at the Egyptians: 

... what monsters the mad Egyptians worship. Some of them honour the 
crocodile, others bow down to the ibis bulging with snakes; the long¬ 
tailed ape is sacred ... . 9 

The iconography of the Egyptian deities was a multi-coloured palette of 
forms and faces, 10 as is illustrated by the “divine catalogue” in the Per¬ 
sian period Hibis temple at Charge. 11 No wonder that Homung 12 
observes that in the Egyptian language there are more than twenty words 
for our terms “picture” or “image”. A depiction in the Louvre has the 

8 For a summary, cf. Ch. Uehlinger, Gotterbild, NBL I (ed. M. Gorg & B. Lang; Zurich, 
1991), 871-875. It is important to distinguish between terms such as “divine image” 
and “cultic image”, the latter being the specific cultic statue. Uehlinger, Gotterbild, 871 
distinguishes between “Gotterdarstellung”, “Gotterbild” and “Kultbild”, the latter 
being used in the narrower sense of the divine image functioning in the cult and in the 
broader sense including divine symbols which could also have been objects of a cultic 
act. “Votive images” (especially stelae) are not divine images in the strict sense of the 
word, but could represent the cultic image. Cf. also T. Podella, Das Lichtkleid JHWHs 
(Tubingen, 1996), Chapter 2 and Mettinger, No Graven Image , 38 note 114, who takes 
“Gottesvorstellung” as “the mental concept, what was thought about the deity”; and 
“Gottesbild” as the way in which it was communicated, e.g. in the iconography. 

9 Translation from N. Rudd, Juvenal. The Satires (Oxford, 1991), 131. 

10 No up-to-date monograph on the iconography of the Egyptian deities is available; cf. 
the earlier description in E. Homung’s Der Eine und die Vielen (Darmstadt, 1971), 
Kapitel IV and his more recent overview in Ancient Egyptian Religious Iconography, 
CANE , 1711-1729. Older books include R.V. Lanzone, Dizionario di Mitologia 
Egiziana (Turin, 1881-1886); H. Bonnet , Die Agyptische Religion (Leipzig, 1925); id., 
Reallexikon der Agyptischen Religionsgeschichte (Berlin, 1952); and M. Lurker, The 
Gods and Symbols of Ancient Egypt (London, 1974). Cf. also ANEP 542-573 and K. 
Mysliwiec’s article, ER 7, 31-36, the beautiful catalogue of divine representations pre¬ 
sented by S. Schoske & D. Wildung, Gott und Gotter im Alten Agypten (Mainz am 
Rhein, 1992) and the relevant volumes in the “Iconography of Religions” series. 

11 N. de G. Davies, The Temple of Hibis in el Khargeh Oasis (New York, 1953), Part III, 
Pis. 2-5; cf. Schoske & Wildung, Gott und Gotter , 7, depicted on the inside covers of 
this catalogue. 

12 Homung, Egyptian Religious Iconography, 1729. 
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goddess Hathor in four forms: as a woman with a sistrum on her head, a 
cow, a serpent and a lion-headed female. 13 

Basically, there are three ways of representing deities visually: 

(i) Some gods, such as Ptah, are depicted only anthropomorphically; 

(ii) The protectress of women and children, Taweret, was only depicted 
zoomorphically; 14 

(iii) The most common form seems to be a mixture of the two, theri- 
anthropic, 15 with a human body and the head of an animal. Sekhmet as a 
divine statue in the temple at Kamak, is shown as a woman with the head 
of a lioness. 16 



Fig. 1 

13 Homung, Der Eine, 104. Hathor is sometimes literally depicted with multiple faces: P. 
Derchain, Hathor quadrifrons (Istanbul, 1972), Pis. 1-2; cf. J. Quagebeur, Les quatre 
dieux Min, Religion und Philosophic im alten Agypten (ed. U. Verhoeven & E. Graefe; 
Leuven, 1991), 253-268. For an eight-headed man cf. Davies, The Temple of Hibis, 
PL 4, Register V:20. 

14 ANEP 549 and 568. 

15 The term is used by C. Aldred, Akhenaten. Pharaoh of Egypt - A New Study (London, 
1968), 168. 

16 C. Desroches-Noblecourt, Amours et fureurs de La Lointaine (Paris, 1995), 10. Cf. 
FIG. 1. 
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One has to bear in mind that there is no one-to-one relationship between 
a divine name and its representation; one deity could be represented in 
many forms. The god Amen has been depicted in human form, some¬ 
times ithyphallic (Amen-Min), as a human with the head of a ram, as a 
ram, and even as a human with the head of a crocodile. 17 Conversely, 
one image can represent many deities. The so-called tree goddess can be 
identified as the goddesses Isis, Nephtys, Nut, Hathor and Maat. 18 Some¬ 
times we have a combination of these types. There are cases where a 
deity is depicted in two forms on the same object, as on the Hildesheim 
stela which represents Mahes both as a lion and as a man with the head 
of a lion. 19 

The goddess Hathor is a classic example of the complexity of the rep¬ 
resentation of Egyptian deities: in the Old Kingdom she is depicted as a 
woman with cow horns, whilst at Deir el Bakhri she is shown as a cow 
giving suck to the divine pharaoh. 20 



17 Cf. Schoske & Wildung, Gott und Gotter , 7 and 22-35 with Figs. 11-18. 

18 O. Keel, Das Recht der Bilder gesehen zu werden (Fribourg, 1992), 61-138. 

19 L.V. Zabkar, Apedemak Lion God of Meroe (Warminster, 1975), PI. XXII. 

20 ANEP 378 (figure left) and ANEP 389. She is also represented as a pillar e.g. at Den- 
dera (Homung, Der Eine , 103, Fig. 11) and as a cultic symbol in this form (Bonnet, 
Reallexikon , 278, Fig. 71). For her cult objects and votive offerings cf. A.M. Roberts, 
Cult Objects of Hathor. An Iconographic study (Diss. Oxford, 1984) and G. Pinch, 
Votive Offerings to Hathor (Oxford, 1993). In her temple at Dendera various objects 
are devoted to her (R. H. Wilkinson, Reading Egyptian Art [London, 1992], 172-173 
with Ill. 3). 
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There were also other possibilities. In Egypt, for instance, the deities 
were sometimes represented by symbols, as on standards and staves . 21 
The divine standards were carried to the battlefield by Ramses III and 
his army (Medinet Habu), just as the Assyrian armies did with their 
divine standards . 22 In the Abydos temple the standards were worshipped 
in a shrine . 23 The god Osiris, who is commonly depicted as a mummi¬ 
fied human, could also be an anthropomorphised djed- pillar . 24 The “tree 
goddess” is depicted as a woman, although she is sometimes “reduced” 
to only a breast with arms, as in the tomb of Thutmoses III . 25 

What is typical of the Egyptian deities is that they did not carry their 
specific attributes in their hands (the was-, the plant sceptre, and the life- 
symbol [ankh] occur with all major deities). Their divinity “went to their 
heads” - their specific divinity is depicted on their heads in the form of 
symbols, or as a specific type of head (usually the head of an animal 
rather than that of a human ). 26 Thoth has the head of an ibis and Isis has 
a throne on her head, the latter also being used as a hieroglyphic sign in 
writing . 27 The goddess Maat wears a feather; a bronze ostrich feather, 
which might have belonged to a statue of the goddess Maat , 28 was found 
at Lachish. 

Much in the same way as some deities had no specific cultic loca¬ 
tion, other deities had no independent iconography either. There was, 
in fact no real iconography of the old creator and sun god of Heliopo¬ 
lis Ra 29 and Ra is represented visually (to take one example) as the fal¬ 
con-headed god with sun-disk - Ra-Harakhty (“Horus of the hori¬ 
zons”). 


21 Cf. the entries on “Gotterstandard”, “-symbol”, “-stab” in Lexikon der Agyptologie 
and Bonnet, Reallexikon. The standards of the nomes of Egypt also contain divine 
symbols. An Old Kingdom statue shows the nome goddess with her symbol on her 
head (ANEP 378). 

22 O. Keel, Die Welt der altorientalischen Bildsymbolik und das Alte Testament (Zurich, 
3 1980 t 1 1972]), Fig. 405a:b. Cf. FIG. 2. 

23 A.M. Calverly, M.F. Broome & A.H. Gardiner, The Temple of King Sethos I at Aby¬ 
dos (Chicago, 1933-1958), Vol. I, PI. 11; offering to the sacred bark (Vol. I, PI. 7) and 
to an ibis on a standard (Vol. Ill, PI. 7). 

24 Wilkinson, Reading Egyptian Art , 164-165, Ill. 4 (cf. Calverly et al.. Temple of King 
Sethos , Vol. Ill, PI. 8). 

25 Keel, Recht der Bilder , 96, Fig. 40, cf. Figs. 59-60, 66, 69-70. 

26 Homung, Der Eine, 108-109. 

27 R.H. Wilkinson, Symbol & Magic in Egyptian Art (London, 1994), 149 and Reading 
Egyptian Art , 102-103 with Ill. 2. H. te Velde dealt with the concept of “hieroglyphic 
symbols as gods” in Visible Religion 4-5 (1985-1986), 63-72. 

28 Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 78, Fig. 79a. 

29 E.A. Knauf, Die Umwelt des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart, 1994), 251. 
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2.2. Amarna 

At this point I would like to proceed to another theme, namely the 
images (or rather the lack of them) in the Amarna religion of Akhenaten 
(Amenophis IV). 

Akhenaten did not only break with tradition as far as artistic styles 
and the representation of the human physique are concerned; this “first 
individual in the history of mankind” (Breasted) was a “heretic king” 
(Redford), an “Aufklarer” and “Religionsstifter”, but he was also a 
“Bilderstiirmer” (Assmann) in the true sense of the word. 30 

Akhenaten’s god did not just fall out of the sky one day, although the 
effect of the new theology can only be described as “revolutionary”. On a 
talatat from Kamak 31 Akhenaten is depicted worshipping a deity in the 
“old” form as a man with a falcon-head with sun-disk (Ra-Harakhty). The 
bellies are typical of Amarna art, but the sun-disk is particularly interest¬ 
ing; two uraei are depicted, both in profile and frontal view - an early indi¬ 
cation perhaps of the change to the Amarna sun-disk? 32 Another item in 
Berlin (No. 2072) 33 still has, on the left, the falcon-headed god with a sun- 
disk, but this time with the didactic name “Aten” (without the cartouches, 
as was the case later). On the right, the king is worshipping with a dam¬ 
aged sun-disk above his head, but with ankh (life) symbols hanging down 
on uraei and presumably shooting down from the sun-disk, as we meet 
them later in the familiar representation of the sun-disk with rays ending in 
hands with ankhs. In the tomb of the vizier Ramose (Theban Tomb 55), 
who was active during the reigns of both Amenophis III and Amenophis 
IV, there are scenes in both the traditional and in the new styles. 34 

30 For the most recent studies on Akhenaten’s religion cf. J. Assmann, AkhanyatVs The¬ 
ology of Light and Time (Jerusalem, 1992), and E. Homung’s new publication, Echna- 
ton. Die Religion des Lichtes (Miinchen, 1995); now also shorter J.L. Foster in CANE , 
1751-1761 and F. Stolz, Einfuhrung in den biblischen Monotheismus (Darmstadt, 
1996), 74-77. On the iconography cf. in the Groningen series R. Hari, New Kingdom 
Amarna Period (Leiden, 1985). 

31 D.B. Redford, Akhenaten. The Heretic King (Princeton, 1984), 65, Fig. 4.6. 

32 For the god as a falcon with front-facing sun-disk (note the similarity to the Amarna 
sun-disk) cf. the canopic chest of Akhenaten (Aldred, Akhenaten , 168 with PI. 110), 
also on a carving in the Petrie collection where both the falcon and the akhet sign 
(hanging from the sign) contain a uraeus facing outward (J. Samson, Amarna 
[Warminster, 1978], 100-101 with PI. 53). Cf. FIG. 3. 

33 Aldred, Akhenaten, 168, PI. 45; Bonnet, Reallexikon, 61, Fig. 20. 

34 In the traditional style showing the standard of Amen being presented to the king 
(N. de G. Davies, The Tomb of the Vizier Ramose [London, 1941], PI. XXX), but we 
already find a sun-disk with uraeus with the sign of life (Davies, Ramose , PI. XXIX). 
The new style is represented by the sun-disk with rays ending in hands administering 
ankh symbols (Davies, Ramose , PI. XXXIII). 
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I have referred to these examples, not in order to try to find the 
“roots” of the new religion, but rather to show how very different it was 
from the pre-Amama iconic representations of the deity. In the same 
way that Akhenaten’s theology was revolutionary and not an example of 
reform or natural evolution, the “representation” of his god was also 
new. Instead of the older anthropomorphic-theriomorphic representa¬ 
tions of the traditional deities, Akhenaten’s single god was worshipped 
not as a three-dimensional statue but rather in the form of the sun-disk 
only. 35 The reliefs emphasize the radiating rays connecting the sun in 
heaven with the earth and ending in small hands, administering life sym¬ 
bols (<ankh or was symbols = power) to the holy family. Here we have a 
unity with the sun-disk providing a connection between the different fig¬ 
ures. 36 It is an elaborated form of the hieroglyphic sign for sunshine 37 or 
light. 38 The same representation is depicted on seal impressions from 


35 His god is mostly described as Aten (or Aton), but jtn refers only to the sun-disk. 

36 J. Assmann, Agypten - Theologie und Frommigkeit einerfriihen Hochkultur (Stuttgart, 
1984), 243 and W. Davis, The Canonical Tradition in Ancient Egyptian Art (Cam¬ 
bridge, 1989), 32. 

37 Aldred, Akhenaten , 168 and Wilkinson, Reading Egyptian Art, 128-129. 

38 Assmann, Agypten - Theologie, 244. 
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Amama. 39 The god of Akhenaten is not just another form of the sun god, 
or the sun-disk, but the living sun best described as the light. 40 The new 
concept of god could not be captured by means of iconic representations. 
The traditional gods were made of precious stones and the craftsmen 
were highly skilled in making them. In contrast, the god of Akhenaten is 
his own maker and therefore inaccessible to human iconography; he is 
the one “who produced himself by himself, no craftsman knows him”. 
The living sun, like the living god, transcends the indirect life of statues 
or cult images. 41 

Akhenaten created a police state and, as a “theoclast” (Assmann), 
launched a systematic programme of iconoclasm destroying the images 
of the deities, obliterating particularly the images of Amen, defacing 
his name and even going so far as to erase the plural “gods” alto¬ 
gether. Two different versions of so-called “dogmatic name” attest to 
the rejection of anything iconic: before year nine the (ideogrammic) 
Harakhty falcon and the (ideogrammic) name of the god Shu were still 
used, but both forms of writing disappeared after year nine. 42 Whether 
or not Akhenaten was a “monotheist” is not the main concern here, 43 
although, in the new cult the common elements of Egyptian religion, 
iconography and mythology, played no role at all. These elements were 


39 A. Wiese, Zum Bild des Konigs auf agyptischen Siegelamuletten (Fribourg, 1990), 34. 

40 The two most prominent writers on Akhenaten’s religion in the Germanophone world, 
speak of the “Religion” (Homung) and “Theology” (Assmann) of Light. For this rea¬ 
son the Amama temples were open-roofed with many altars to catch the light at every 
point (Hari, Amama, 24 with PL XXIIa]). 

41 Assmann , AkhanyatVs Theology, 165-166. 

42 Hari, Amama, 22 with PI. XVIa). 

43 This question is important, of course, insofar as monotheistic religions usually stand in 
some relationship to aniconism, but aniconism and the repudiation of images do not 
necessarily, in themselves, lead to monotheism. It is rather the result of such move¬ 
ments (cf. K. van der Toom, Theology, Priests, and Worship in Canaan and Ancient 
Israel, CANE, 2057). According to D. Redford, Egypt, Canaan and Israel in Ancient 
Times (Princeton, 1992), 381, Akhenaten was an uncompromising monotheist who 
denied other gods. Akhenaten’s concept of his god was something different from the 
so-called exaltation theologies (e.g. of Marduk as described by Van der Toom, CANE, 
2056) where polytheism remains. It was more than solely the veneration of one deity 
or the promotion of one deity to the head of the pantheon (which occurred with Amen 
and Baal - cf. J.C. de Moor, The Rise ofYahwism [Leuven, 1990]), who rejected the 
others totally. This was also more than just a politically motivated act against the 
Amen priests. We have to redefine both terms; cf. especially now that J. Assmann in 
Monotheismus und Kosmotheismus (Heidelberg, 1993) differentiates between “politi¬ 
cal” (historical and moral) and “cosmological monotheism” (summarised in J. Ass¬ 
mann, Zur Spannung zwischen Poly- und Monotheismus im alten Agypten, Bibel und 
Kirche 49/2 [1994], 78-82) as was the case with Akhenaten {Agypten: Eine Sinnge- 
schichte [Miinchen, 1996], 252). 
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replaced by the new “aniconicism” and the central “confession” con¬ 
tained in the Sun Hymns. 44 In contrast to earlier scenes in which the 
pharaoh or the dead worshipped or offered sacrifices to the deity in 
anthropomorphic or theriomorphic form, the holy family now directs 
its adoration to the disk only. Akhenaten’s god, as the disk, is 
omnipresent: he is there when worshipped, but also when the king 
(and queen!) rides in a chariot, or when the king is relaxing with his 
family. 45 



Fig. 4 

To conclude: in ancient Egypt the deities were mostly represented 
iconically, the mixed form (anthropomorphic body with zoomorphic 
head) being typical. Something totally unique happened in the Amama 
period with the representation of Akhenaten’s god. We may have here a 
very strong case for aniconism, even reflecting iconoclasm as the sys¬ 
tematic programme of repudiating and destroying images. 46 


44 Assmann, Sinngeschichte , 245-246. 

45 Hari, Amarna, Pis. XI and XIX; ANEP 409. Cf. FIG. 4. 

46 Mettinger (No Graven Image , 49-53) also deals with aniconic depictions of the god 
Amen and resurrected an older study by Wainwright which made a sacred meteorite an 
aniconic representation of Amen (a case of sacred emptiness). However, as Mettinger 
admits, iconic images of Amen are also well known. On the so-called Napata ompha¬ 
los (No Graven Image , Fig. 2.13) interpreted as a shrine for a divine image (i.e. con¬ 
taining an iconic representation - noted by Mettinger in his footnote 81) cf. now 
D. Wildung (ed.), Sudan. Antike Konigreiche am Nil (Miinchen, 1996), 270-272 
(No. 288): it might have contained a small seated figure (cf. No. 287 in Wildung) 
inside, and closed by a small sealed door. 
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3. Mesopotamia 

Although some have argued that theriomorphism is a relic from prehis¬ 
toric times, we can at least say that, in contrast to the ancient Egyptian 
gods, the major Mesopotamian deities were mostly depicted anthromor- 
phically. 47 The mixed Egyptian form does not occur and the theriomor- 
phic element can only be found in divine attributes, such as the bull of the 
storm god or in the animal pedestals of the deities in the divine proces¬ 
sion on the Maltai relief. 48 The goddess Ishtar stands on a lion 49 The Me¬ 
sopotamian deities wore homed crowns as symbols of their divinity. In 
some cases they also wore specific clothing and sometimes they held the 
“ring and the rod”, or more accurately a staff and a loop. 50 Whereas the 
Egyptian deities wore their divine attributes on their heads, divine attrib- 



Fig.5 


47 R. Boehmer, Gotterdarstellungen in der Bildkunst, RLA III, 466-469. For a useful col¬ 
lection, cf. ANEP 502-538 and J. Black & A. Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of 
Ancient Mesopotamia (London, 1992). See also D. Collon’s encyclopaedia articles, ER 
7, 27-31 and A. Green’s more recent Ancient Mesopotamian Religious Iconography, 
CANE , 1837-1855 and Religion and Iconography, Dictionary of Art 21, 276-278. 

48 ANEP 537. Cf. R. Boehmer, Die neuassyrischen Felsreliefs von Maltai (Nord-Irak), 
JDA1 90 (1975), 42-84: Ashur, Ninlil, Sin, Anu-Enlil, Shamash, Adad, Ishtar. 

49 ANEP 522 (Louvre AO 11503). 

50 Green, CANE , 1842. T. Jacobsen, Pictures and Pictoral Language (The Burney Relief), 
Figurative Language in the Ancient Near East (ed. M. Mindlin, MJ. Geller & J.E. 
Wansbrough; London, 1987), 4: a measuring cord and rod; cf. Black & Green, Gods , 
Demons , 156. 
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utes in Mesopotamia are held in the hand. On the seal of the thunder god 
Adad, he holds his attribute, the thunderbolt, together with his animals (a 
bull-calf and a lion-dragon), on a leash. 51 At Assur, Andrae found a 46 
cm golden thunderbolt which could have been part of a life-size statue. 52 

Some divine beings have a “reversed theriomorphism”, in the shape 
of animals with human heads (such as the Neo-Assyrian bulls with 
human heads) 53 rather than human forms with animal heads. In contrast 
to Egypt, however, mixed, hybrid or composed forms (“Mischwesen”) 
were more commonly used for the monster-like characters, a group 
whose appearance distinguished them from the anthropomorphic gods. 
They were protective spirits who were the enemies and servants of the 
anthropomorphic deities. They were, as Wiggermann 54 describes them, 
“supernatural freaks”. In this regard, there are also examples of a human 
body with the head of a lion, 55 reminiscent of Egyptian divine iconogra¬ 
phy, whilst in Mesopotamia this form was not reserved for the major 
deities alone. 



Fig. 6 

On a cylinder seal of an official of the Akkadian king Naram-Sin, 
the worshipper is being led by an intercessory goddess into the pres- 


51 I. Cornelius, The Iconography of the Canaanite Gods Reshef and Ba‘al (Fribourg, 
1994), Fig. 30. Cf. FIG. 5. 

52 W. Andrae, Das wiedererstandene Assur (Miinchen, 1977), 212, 216, Fig. 196; cf. 
A. Vanel, Uiconographie du dieu de Vorage (Paris, 1965), Fig. 45. 

53 ANEP 646. 

54 F.A.M. Wiggermann, Mesopotamian Protective Spirits: The Ritual Texts (Groningen, 
1992), 151-152; on the iconography cf. 186-187, also F.A.M. Wiggermann & A. Green, 
Mischwesen, RLA VIII, 222-264; Black & Green, Gods, Demons , 63-65 with Fig. 13 
and Green, CANE , 1848-1849 with Fig. 5. 

55 ANEP 665 (left) and Black & Green, Gods, Demons , 122 with Fig. 101. 
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ence of a seated “goddess with a flowing vase” and plants sprouting 
from her body. 56 Behind her is a similar effigy of a standing goddess 
on a socle with sprouting plants. What we may have here is a repres¬ 
entation of the goddess separate from the cultic image. In this case we 
still have an anthropomorphic image, although there were other forms 
as well. 

The much-cited and depicted Sippar cult relief of the Babylonian 
king Nabu-apal-iddina 57 from the 9th century, shows a king being led 
into the presence of the anthropomorphic sun god, seated under a 
canopy. The seated figure is identified by the main epigraph as “image 
of the great lord Shamash” and is a representation of the cult image. 
In front of him is a large sun-disk on a table; in the inscription the 
attributes (i.e. the large sun-disk) are distinguished from the image/ 
statue. 

Representing the deity by a symbol is an old practice, going back 
to the earliest periods. On the so-called Uruk vase, an offering is 
made to a woman (perhaps a goddess because of the headdress, or 
otherwise a priestess) with behind her the symbol of Inanna/Ishtar, a 
post with a ring and streamers or a reed bundle. 58 This became the 
pictographic sign for the goddess Inanna 59 who is the earliest deity 
represented anthropomorphically. 60 Symbols already occur on the 
stela of the Akkadian ruler Naram-Sin. 61 Signs suggesting forked 
lightning occur on pottery from the 18th-17th cent. 62 Divine symbols 
are found later on stelae of the Neo-Assyrian kings, usually above 
the head of the king, 63 and in some cases, the king wears divine 
symbols on a necklace. 64 It is especially on the so-called kudurru 


56 O. Keel (ed.), Monotheismus im Alten Israel und seiner Umwelt (Fribourg, 1980), 68- 
69, Fig. 1 and Seidl, Kultbild, RLA VI, 317, Fig. 3. Cf. FIG. 6. 

57 ANEP 529 (BM WA 91000); for the impression cf. Istanbul 459; also in Mettinger, No 
Graven Image , 48, Fig. 2.7 (with literature). 

58 ANEP 502-503; Black & Green, Gods, Demons , 154. 

59 R. Labat, Manuel d’epigraphie akkadienne (Paris, 1976), 84. 

60 Wiggermann, Protective Spirits, 151. 

61 ANEP 309. According to J. Borker-Klahn, Altvorderasiatische Bildstelen und ver- 
gleichbare Felsreliefs (Mainz, 1982), commentary to No. 26, there might have been 
seven stars. 

62 C. Kepinski-Lecomte, Haradum I (Paris, 1992), Figs. 91:3, 138:4, PI. XXII: 1. 

63 E.g. ANEP 447 (Berlin VA 2708). 

64 E.g. on the stela of king Asshumasirpal II (BM WA 118805) in Black & Green, Gods, 
Demons, Fig. 21; also with Shalmaneser III on ANEP 443 (BM WA 118884) and on 
an Istanbul stela (4650). 
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reliefs, 65 dating from as early as 1345 BCE, that a “proliferation of 
aniconic symbols” 66 occurs. 

The kudurru reliefs were not directly related to the cult; they are 
found on large polished stones inscribed with land grant texts on which 
the symbols of the gods are presented in clustered form to solemnise the 
agreement. 67 On these objects (to take just one example), one still finds 
the weather god in anthropomorphic form brandishing a double light¬ 
ning-fork, 68 but instead of the weather god holding his attributes, one 
also finds forked lightning alone on a throne or socle, together with his 
other attribute, the bull-calf. 69 Symbols have become the rule. 70 



The kudurrus also present scenes in which the king stands in worship 
before a symbol 71 , such as the spade of Marduk. This is comparable to 

65 Studied in detail by U. Seidl, Die Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs (Fribourg, 1989), 
also her articles Kultbild, RLA VI, 318; Gottersymbole und-Attribute, RLA III, 484- 
490; Kudurru, RLA VI, 275-277. These studies replace the earlier studies of e.g. Frank 
and Van Buren. Cf. also Black & Green, Gods , Demons , Figs. 7 and 76; Green, CANE 
1838 with Fig. 1. 

66 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 45. 

67 The definition of Black & Green, Gods , Demons , 113-114. Cf. also J.A. Brinkman in 
RLA VI,267-274. These were earlier referred to as “border-stones”. 

68 Seidl, Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs , 25, PI. 10b (No. 21). 

69 Seidl, Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs , 33-35, PI. 19b (No. 48 [lower register]) = 
ANEP 521. Cf. FIG. 7. 

70 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 47 and Seidl, Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs, 195: “Das 
Symbol hat das Bild des anthropomorfen Gottes erfolgreich verdrangt”. From the 12th 
century onwards the symbol prevails and replaces the anthropomorphic way of repre¬ 
sentation. 

71 Seidl, Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs , 46, PI. 27a (No. 76) = Mettinger, No Graven 
Image , Fig. 2.4 and Aniconism, Fig. 10 (cf. also the seal Mettinger, Fig. 2.5). 
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an item from the Ishtar temple at Assur: Tukulti-Ninurta I (13th century) 
is first standing and then kneeling in front of a socle surmounted by a 
stylus and a writing tablet. 72 

From the iconic-anthropomorphic image, we have now moved on to 
the aniconic symbol. The next step will take us in the direction of sacred 
emptiness or empty space aniconism 73 which allows no image at all. The 
kudurrus also include examples of a socle devoid of any symbol, and 
thus presumably empty. 74 We see an empty socle, too, on a second mil¬ 
lennium (?) Babylonian terracotta. 75 Mettinger refers to an Assyrian 
cylinder seal from the 12-11th centuries. 76 In later periods, we also find 
the empty throne/socle and the empty chariot motif, studied by Danthine 
and Calmeyer. 77 Calmeyer shows how the Neo-Assyrians depicted 
divine standards in time of war. 78 On a cylinder seal two ways of repre¬ 
senting the deity are found: as a standard, and as a cultic image. 79 From 
the Neo-Assyrian period, we also have a representation of hands pro¬ 
truding from a sun-disk handing a bow to the king. 80 

To summarise this section on Mesopotamia: although anthropomor¬ 
phic representations are known to have existed quite early in 
Mesopotamia (at least from 3000 BCE), divine symbols also go back a 


72 Berlin VA 8146 = ANEP 576; Black & Green, Gods, Demons, Fig. 20; Mettinger, No 
Graven Image , 42-43, Fig. 2.2. The stylus is usually connected with the scribal god 
Nabu, but the inscription in this case dedicates the socle to the fire-god Nusku (Seidl, 
Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs, 122, 124). Freedberg, Power of Images, 68-69 with 
Fig. 22 seems to take the object on the socle as a square stone. For another example of 
such a socle alone, see the one in Istanbul (7802 = ANEP 577). 

73 Mettinger, No Graven Image, 19. 

74 Seidl, Babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs, PI. 19c (No. 48 [second register]). 

75 H. Danthine, L’imagerie des trones vides et des trones porteurs de symboles dans le 
Proche Orient Ancien, Melanges Syriens offerts a R. Dussaud II (Paris, 1939), 861, PI. 
I, Fig. 4. 

76 No Graven Image, Fig. 2.6. 

77 Danthine, L’imagerie des trones, 857-866 and P. Calmeyer, Zur Genese altiranischer 
Motive. II. Der leere Wagen, Archaologische Mitteilungen aus Iran NF 7 (1974), 49- 
77. 

78 E. Bleibtreu, Gotterstreitwagen und Gotterstandarten: Gotter auf dem Feldzug und ihr 
Kult in der Lager, Baghdader Mitteilungen 23 (1992), 347-356, Pis. 50-66. For the 
development from the “Gotterwagen” to the wagon with a divine symbol and hence to 
the empty wagon cf. also O. Keel, Jahwe-Visionen und Siegelkunst (Stuttgart, 1977), 
180-188. 

79 Podella, Lichtkleid JHWHs, 148-149, Fig. 13. 

80 ANEP 440; Podella, Lichtkleid JHWHs, 27, Fig. 2. Interestingly enough such hands are 
to be found in later Jewish art, e.g. reaching from behind a cloud on depictions of the 
Aqedah. Metzler, Anikonische Darstellungen, 103, Fig. 13 (with literature 108, note 
91) refers to the hands in the Dura Europos synagogue. To this can be added the hands 
in the Beth Alpha synagogue (E. Stem, NEAEHL I [New York, 1993], 191). 
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long way. Deities represented by symbols alone seem to become more 
typical from the second half of the second millennium. 81 In all these 
cases, the symbol (or attribute) functions as a substitute for the divine 
statue; 82 it is an “abbreviation” 83 , a sort of “shorthand” for the anthro¬ 
pomorphic image. As in Egypt, however, there is no one-to-one rela¬ 
tionship between a symbol and a deity. An attribute can be shared by 
more than one deity and a deity can have more than one attribute: on the 
Maltai relief, for instance, three gods (possibly Ashur, Sin and Adad) 
stand on lion-dragons, and the weather-god has the thunderbolt as his 
attribute, in addition to the lion-dragon and the bull. 84 


4. Anatolia and Urartu 

In Anatolia, including the Hittite kingdoms and their successors, 85 
deities wear homed headdresses, comparable to the homed crowns worn 
by kings. Like deities, kings can stand on animals in token of their divin¬ 
ity. 86 

Theriomorphism is evidenced by a relief from Alaca Hiiyuk which 
depicts the worship of a deity in the form of a bull on a pedestal. 87 Ani- 
conic forms of the deity are shown in one scene in which a prince wor¬ 
ships two stelae placed on a pedestal. 88 A deity can be shown on moun¬ 
tains, as at Yazilikaya, or standing on humans, usually depicted as 


81 Calmeyer, Leere Wagen, 74. 

82 Mettinger, No Graven Image, 41. Bleibtreu, Gotterstreitwagen und Gotterstandarten, 
347 describes the standards as “Stellvertreter fur Gottheiten”. 

83 Danthine, L’imagerie des trones, 859. 

84 It seems as if Green, CANE, 1837 argues to the contrary. 

85 For an overview of the religious iconography cf. J.D. Hawkins, Dictionary of Art 1, 
828-830 and G. McMahon in CANE, 1990; also N. Ozgi^’s article, Gods and God¬ 
desses with Identical Attributes During the Period of Old Assyrian Trade Colonies, 
Florilegium Anatolicum, melanges offerts a Emmanuel Laroche (Paris, 1979), 277- 
289. A collection of colour photographs of divine representations from all periods is 
contained in B. Kula 50 glu, Gods and Goddesses. Museum of Anatolian Civilizations 
(Ankara, 1992). More detailed descriptions are found in M. van Loon’s two volumes 
in the “Iconography of Religions” series, XV: 12-13: Anatolia in the Second Millen¬ 
nium B.C. and Anatolia in the Earlier First Millennium B.C. (Leiden 1985 and 1991). 

86 ANEP 530; cf. W. Orthmann, Hethitische Gotterbilder, Vorderasiatische Archaologie 
(ed. K. Bittel; Berlin, 1964), 221-229. 

87 ANEP 616; cf. CANE, 1990 and Van Loon, Anatolia Second Millennium, PI. XVd). 

88 Van Loon, Anatolia Second Millennium, 16, PI. XIXc). J.G. Macqueen, The Hittites 
and Their Contemporaries in Asia Minor (London, 1986), Fig. 105 describes these as 
huwasi stones. 
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mountains. 89 These mountain gods seem to be lesser deities. 90 In one 
case, the god is in a chariot shown on mountain gods carried by 
demons. 91 



In the later periods, especially in the Phrygian epoch, there might also 
have been a combination of anthropomorphic and aniconic representa¬ 
tions. Van Loon compares two representations of the goddess Cybele 
shown in the one case anthropomorphically flanked by lions, and in 
another perhaps as a column flanked by lions. Other representations are 
not in human form, but show instead a rectangular body with a circular 
head. 92 


89 CANE , 2650 with Fig. 9 and Van Loon, Anatolia Second Millennium, PI. XXXI. Cf. 
FIG. 8. 

90 Van Loon, Anatolia Second Millennium, 20ff. with Fig. 4. 

91 CANE , 2654 with Fig. 11. 

92 Van Loon, Anatolia First Millennium , 29-30 with Pis. XXXIIIa and XXXVIIb, and 
XXXI and XXXIIIc. 
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The Urartians (c. 9-7th centuries BCE), Assyria’s northern neigh¬ 
bours, were influenced by Assyria and Syria, although their religious 
iconography contains some elements unique to them. 93 Urartian deities, 
for instance, were usually represented in anthropomorphic form, mostly 
standing on animals, such as the god Haldi on a lion or a bull. 94 This god 
also had an aniconic form, which depicts the king worshipping a lion 
and a trident. Presumably the god is represented as invisible on the ani¬ 
mal. 95 It was Calmeyer who studied the motif of the empty chariot con¬ 
nected with Haldi. 96 


5. Syro-Palestine 

It is not my intention to give a detailed overview of divine representa¬ 
tions and symbols in Syro-Palestine. Mettinger 97 sees the Ugarit stelae as 
a compromise between the iconic representations of the large empires 
(Egypt and Mesopotamia) and the aniconic standing stones of the West 
Semitic world. The sources from this site, therefore, are worth consider¬ 
ing. 

The Ugarit pantheon was represented by means of many different 
visual media 98 : on stelae and seals, and as bronzes and small lime¬ 
stone statues, as is evident from examples of a seated older god 
(usually identified with El/Ilu). 99 There are also representations in 


93 On Urartu cf. B. Eichler, Gotter, Genien und Mischwesen in der urartaischen Kunst 
(Berlin, 1984); Van Loon, Anatolia First Millennium, 15-29 with Pis. XVIII-XXX; 
Podella, Lichtkleid JHWHs, 154-156 and also R.-B. Wartke, Urartu. Das Reich am 
Ararat (Mainz, 1993), 126-130. 

94 Van Loon, Anatolia First Millennium, PI. XlXb and O.A. Tasyiirek, Darstellungen des 
urartaischen Gottes Haldi, Studien zur Religion und Kultur Kleinasiens (ed. S. Sahin, 
E. Schwertheim & J. Wagner; Leiden, 1978), 940-955, Pis. CCXVI-CCXXII. For 
Wartke, Urartu , 130 the representation on animals is most typical of the Urartian 
deities. 

95 Van Loon, Anatolia First Millennium, 21-22 with Fig. 10. 

96 Der leere Wagen, 63 and for the relief Van Loon, Anatolia First Millennium, PI. XlXa; 
cf. on this now Podella, Lichtkleid JHWHs , 156. 

97 No Graven Image , 134. 

98 Cf. ANEP 464-501 and the author’s Iconography of the Canaanite Gods. A catalogue 
of the goddesses (Asherah, Anat, Astarte and Qedeshet) is currently being completed. 

99 The now lost Job stela (Cornelius, Iconography of the Canaanite Gods , 145 with Fig. 
33) has a god on the left with a high headdress and an inscription which seems to read 
‘El creator of Zaphon’. The headdress is comparable to depictions on a stela ( ANEP 
493; Mettinger, No Graven Image , 124-125, Fig. 6.4 with literature), in the form of a 
bronze (ANEP 826; Mettinger, 125-126, Fig. 6.6 with literature) and now as a statue 
(M. Yon, El, le pere des dieux [Paris, 1990]). Cf. FIG. 9. 
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ivory. 100 By far the majority of representations at Ugarit are anthropo¬ 
morphic; some deities (mostly female) are winged. 101 The detailed 
catalogue of the nineteen Ugaritic stelae of Yon 102 presents two types 
of stelae, namely the iconic and the aniconic: two have dedicatory 
inscriptions to the god Dagan and one has an astral symbol. It is pos¬ 
sible that two were originally painted. The rest are iconic-anthropo¬ 
morphic. Of these, I believe thirteen are deities, the remaining one 
showing two kings. The main point is, however, that the anthropo¬ 
morphic-iconic form predominates. 

Stone anchors (studied by Frost 103 ) placed near the temple connected 
with Baal, were votive objects dedicated to Baal Zaphon, the protector 


100 ANEP 464 and 829 (cf. my forthcoming study on these). 

101 E.g. ANEP 829 and the seated figure on the cylinder seal (I. Cornelius, Anat and 
Qudshu as the “Mistress of Animals”, SEL 10 [1993], 45, PI. IX, Fig. 25). 

102 M. Yon, Arts et industries de la pierre (Paris, 1991), 273-344. 

103 In Yon, Arts et industries , 355-408; cf. DDD, 256, 290 and M. Yon, ABD VI, 703 
who describes these as “ ... deposited as votive offerings like steles ...”. 







40 


IZAK CORNELIUS 


of the sea-farers, a god known in iconic form from the Mami stela 104 and 
also occurring on the earlier cylinder seal from the Hyksos capital 
Avaris in the Nile Delta. 105 

A detailed discussion of Israel/Palestine and the southern Levant 
would be redundant since Keel and Uehlinger have placed at our dis¬ 
posal such an excellent and useful collection in GGG. 106 They show that 
there was a decline in anthropomorphic representation during the Iron 
Age in Palestine, and I shall, therefore, limit myself to some Late Bronze 
Age examples only. 

Knauf has used some bronzes from Timnah (south) (12-11th cent.) to 
argue his point that the taboo on images did not originate among a 
nomadic group (as argued by Dohmen) such as the Midianites who were 
supposedly aniconic. 107 Knauf refers to a seated figure of the El-type and 
another representing a young virile god such as Baal. 108 

Excavations at the Late Bronze Age temple of Hazor have revealed a 
much-discussed and badly damaged statue 109 which, according to 
Zwickel 110 , lost its head, arms and legs in antiquity (like Dagon in I Samuel 
5). It is presumed to have stood on a bull pedestal found nearby. During the 
1995 season at Hazor, Ben-Tor discovered another very large basalt statue 
(1,5 m.), but it is perhaps too early to draw any conclusions about it. 111 

A combination of depictions have been found at the so-called stelae 
sanctuary at Hazor 112 , including a seated anthropomorphic figure, 113 a 


104 Cornelius, Iconography of the Canaanite Gods , 151-153, PL 39:BR11. 

105 Now in M. Bietak, Avaris. The Capital of the Hyksos (London, 1996), 26-29, Pl. 12: 
C-D. 

106 Cf. also K. Galling & P. Welten, Biblisches Reallexikon (ed. K. Galling; Tubingen, 
1977), 99-122; Uehlinger, Gotterbild, 875-890; H. Weippert, Palastina in vor- 
hellenistischer Zeit (Miinchen, 1988), 293-317. 

107 Knauf, Umwelt, 256-257 with Fig 22. 

108 Note, however, that in the second case, the headdress is not very clear, the pose yields 
no supplementary information and there are no weapons or other attributes. We only 
have the ithyphallic element. I have doubts about this being a “Baal” type, as Knauf 
argues, because the way of representing Baal is not common (cf. Cornelius, Iconog¬ 
raphy of the Canaanite Gods for examples), who is usually depicted as a warrior 
brandishing his weapon menacingly, or slaying a serpent. 

109 ANEP 835a; Cornelius, Iconography of the Canaanite Gods , 226-229, Pl. 52:BSla-b. 

110 W. Zwickel, Dagons abgeschlagener Kopf (1 Samuel V 3-4), VT 44 (1994), 244. 

111 Earlier reports on the Internet say that the figure is holding a cup and is headless (due, 
according to one report, to the iconoclasm of the incoming Israelites). This item was 
recently dealt with in the Hazor homepage (unixware.mscc.huji.ac.il/~hatsor/hazor. 
html), but no image is given. 

112 ANEP 871, with line-drawing in Mettinger, No Graven Image, Fig. 7.25. 

113 It is uncertain whether this is a deity, although he does have the crescent symbol 
around his neck and is holding a bowl. 
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stela with divine symbols, 114 a bronze bull, a lion orthostat and other 
stelae. 115 


Fig. 10 
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(iv) in inanimate form (by symbols such as a lightning fork or a weapon); 

(v) by a materially emphasized empty space . 116 

The iconic, and more specificially anthropomorphic, representation of a 
god was very common in the ancient Near East. This was not so much 
idolatry, as certain theological traditions would have it, but rather a case 
of iconolatry. 117 Sometimes the deities were only represented by certain 
summarising or abbreviating symbols, usually a central attribute - 
“iconographic shorthand”. The third type was absolutely aniconic, the 
empty socle or throne, chariot or horse. 

I am not so sure that there is such a great difference between the var¬ 
ious “visual vehicles”; nor is it certain that the Ugaritic stelae represent 
a compromise between the iconism of Egypt and Mesopotamia on the 
one hand, and the so-called aniconism of the Western Semitic standing 
stones on the other, as Mettinger argues. A stelae cult is attested to quite 
early, and iconic and aniconic representations occurred together from a 
very early stage onward. Broadly speaking, the most common way of 
representing a deity in Egypt seems to have been the mixed form, i.e. a 
human with an animal head. In contrast to this, the most distinctive form 
of deity representation in Mesopotamia would probably have been the 
symbol. 118 But there is little evidence for a natural evolution from the 
theriomorphic, by way of the anthropomorphic, to the symbolic and the 
sacred emptiness. The Amama experiment is certainly unique, partly 
because it was not the outcome of a gradual development. 

Akhenaten’s god had no divine image in the shape of a cult statue of 
any kind. This presents a contrast to what we have seen in Mesopotamia, 
where the symbol summarises an attribute. The “real” form of the god 
of Amama was the light as such. The difference does not rest on the use 
of a symbol, but rather on the lack of an anthropomorphic, or mixed 
form, so typical of Egyptian religious iconography. Seen in this light, 
therefore, the Amama religion is the clearest example we have of anti- 
iconism, leading to iconoclasm. It is like a flash of lightning in the dark. 

In his article “The Essence of Idolatry” 119 , Christopher R. North sees 
the difference between Yahwism and the worship of the Baals and the 
Astartes, as the difference between the aniconic and the iconic, and links 


116 Dietrich in Dietrich & Loretz, Jahwe , 9-20, differentiates between the anthropomor¬ 
phic, the theriomorphic and “Dingsymbol”, the latter including ‘Himmelserscheinun- 
gen, Gegenstande, Pflanze, Waffen, etc.’ 

117 Cf. Moore, Iconography , 28. 

118 Cf. Green, CANE, 1837. 

119 In J. Hempel (ed.), Von Ugarit nach Qumran (Berlin, 1958), 159-160. 
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idolatry (iconic worship) to fornication, the “sexy” element of Canaan- 
ite religion, the image functioning as a symbol of fertility. More recent 
studies have emphasized the “common theology” of Syro-Palestine 120 , 
thereby falsifying the view which saw Canaanite religion as nothing 
more than a fertility cult. The same may also be true of the “contrast” 
between the aniconic and the iconic representation of deities in the 
ancient Near East. When the whole picture is taken seriously it becomes 
apparent that both iconic (images) and aniconic forms of representation 
occurred simultaneously, even from the very earliest times. 121 Monothe¬ 
istic cults were not necessarily aniconic, nor is polytheism without 
examples of aniconism. 122 Deities were represented in many forms and 
with many faces. 

A depiction on an Egyptian magical papyrus from the later period 123 
shows a composite being which, in its basic form, is reminiscent of Bes, 
although it also contains a mixture of many other elements. This does 
not mean that it reflects the actual appearance or the deepest essence of 
a deity. 124 A representation only reflects the essential features, functions 
and attributes. It is, as Frankfort aptly put it, a pictogram and not a por¬ 
trait. 125 This depiction does not point to a monster, but is a reflection of 
the fact that the true essence of the gods will always transcend the 
image. 


120 Van der Toom, CANE , 2043, with reference to M. Smith, The Common Theology of 
the Ancient Near East, JBL 71 (1952), 135-147. 

121 One wonders therefore whether Mettinger’s strong contrast between the two ways of 
representation actually does justice to the matter under discussion. 

122 Cf. especially in this regard Freedberg, Power of Images, 54-81. 

123 Assmann, Sinngeschichte , 345 with figure and Agypten - Theologie, 282 with illus¬ 
tration on the cover. 

124 Relying heavily on Homung, Der Eine , 102-104. 

125 H. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion (New York, 1961), 12. 



WASHING THE MOUTH: 

THE CONSECRATION OF DIVINE IMAGES 
IN MESOPOTAMIA 

Angelika Berlejung 


1. Introduction 

The Mesopotamian mouth-washing ritual, performed subsequently to the 
construction of a divine image (or divine symbol), has to be seen in the 
broader context of mouth-washing and mouth-opening rites. Numerous 
rituals refer to the mouth-washing of an animate or inanimate object, 
whilst the object of the mouth-opening was always inanimate. 1 In gen¬ 
eral, the function of mouth-washing was to establish perfect purity and 
to enable contact between the earthly and the divine worlds. Having fol¬ 
lowed this procedure, the thus purified image became ‘charged’ with 
positive powers. The prime purpose of the mouth-opening rites, there¬ 
fore, was to activate these powers. 

The difference between the mouth-washing ritual of a divine image 
and the mouth-washings of other objects, or persons, lay mainly in its 
duration, expenditure and complexity. The mouth-washing ritual of 
divine images comprised several mouth-washings (Babylonian mis pi), 
each combined with mouth-opening rites (Babylonian pit pi); both pro¬ 
cedures included manipulations at the mouth of the statue. The ritual 
itself was based on belief in the supernatural origin of the divine statue 
or symbol created by ‘inspiratorial co-operation’ (inspirative Zusam- 
menarbeit) between the gods and mortals. 2 On the one hand, this lin- 

1 For a survey of the different objects see C. B. F. Walker, Material for a Reconstruction 
of the mis pi Ritual (unpub. thesis presented for the Degree of Bachelor of Philosophy 
in Oriental Studies [Cuneiform Studies]; Oxford, 1966), 160-162; V. Hurowitz, Isaiah’s 
Impure Lips and Their Purification in Light of Akkadian Sources, HUCA 60 (1989), 
39-89, esp. 48f n. 26, 50f, 53-57; A. Berlejung, Die Theologie der Bilder. Das Kultbild 
in Mesopotamien und die alttestamentliche Bilderpolemik unter besonderer Beriick- 
sichtigung der Herstellung und Einweihung der Statuen (unpub. thesis; Heidelberg, 
1996 [in preparation for OBO 1998]), 165-168, 17If. 

2 See A. Berlejung, Der Handwerker als Theologe: Zur Mentalitats- und Traditions- 
geschichte eines altorientalischen und alttestamentlichen Berufstands, VT 46 (1996), 
145-168, esp. 146-149; eadem, Theologie der Bilder, 101-105. 


46 


ANGELIKA BERLEJUNG 


eage required the following ritual in order to release the image from 
the human aspect of its origin, thereby enabling it to become a pure 
and perfect god. On the other hand, it was this origin, and this origin 
only, which made the mouth-opening possible, because the divine 
descent alone enabled the statue to become vivified as an active and 
effective god. It was this origin which constituted and established the 
relationship between the image/symbol and the deity, and it has to be 
seen as the incorporation of the statue to the god and of the god to the 
statue, or as a substantial connection 3 of both. A cultic statue was 
never solely a religious picture, but was always an image imbued with 
a god, and, as such, it possessed the character of both earthly reality 
and divine presence. Although nobody ever doubted the supernatural 
way of birth of such an image, it needed to undergo the mouth-wash¬ 
ing ritual before being able to assume its obligations in the day-to-day 
practices of the cult 4 and its feasts. 5 Its cultic efficacy depended not 
(only) on the fact that it had been made by the craftsmen of the temple, 
according to cultic regulations, or that it was used by the priest as part 
of the rituals laid down by tradition, but first and foremost on its con¬ 
secration through the mouth-washing ritual. Any cultic activities in 
front of an image whose mouth had not been previously washed and 
opened, would have been pointless because it was common knowledge 
that: 


3 H. Schiitzinger, Bild und Wesen der Gottheit im alten Mesopotamien, Gotterbild, in 
Kunst und Schrift (ed. H.-J. Klimkeit; Bonn, 1984), 61-80, uses in this context the term 
equality of (divine) essence. The term ‘substantial connection’ is to be preferred, since 
it implies the possibility of dissolving the connection. W. G. Lambert, Gott. B., RLA 3 
(1957-1971), 543-546, esp. 545; idem , Recension of F. Gossmann, Das Era-Epos, AfO 
18 (1957-1958), 395-401, esp. 398f, stresses correctly the conditioned unity of a god 
with his image; differently J. Renger, Kultbild. A. Philologisch, RLA 6 (1980-1983), 
307-314, esp. 313, who stresses the unconditioned unity. The gods could leave the 
image and the temple see e.g. R. Borger, Die Inschriften Asarhaddons, Konigs von 
Assyrien (AfO Beiheft 9; Graz, 1956), 14 Ep. 8. 

4 For a survey of the duties of an image, see A. L. Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, 
Portrait of a Dead Civilization (Chicago, 1964), 183-198; W. G. Lambert, Donations 
of Food and Drink to the Gods in Ancient Mesopotamia, Ritual and Sacrifice in the 
Ancient Near East. Proceedings of the International Conference organized by the 
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven from the 17th to the 20th of April 1991 (OLA 55; ed. J. 
Quaegebeur; Leuven, 1993), 191-201. 

5 During the feasts, the images were the centre of the processions and the cultic activi¬ 
ties. The statues could be arranged in order to visualize the hierarchical structures of a 
pantheon, cf. B. Pongratz-Leisten, Ina sulmi irub. Die kulttopographische und ideolo- 
gische Programmatik der akltu-Prozession in Babylonien und Assyrien im 1 . 
Jahrtausend v. Chr. (BaF 16; Mainz, 1994), 115-143. 
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Without mouth-opening this image does not smell incense, eat food or 
drink water . 6 


2. The Mouth-Washing Ritual 

2.1. Preliminary Remarks 

Available sources allow us to reconstruct the proceedings of the mouth¬ 
washing ritual of a divine image 7 almost completely. All tablets date 


6 STT 200 etc. 42-44 = Walker, Material , 86; Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellen- 
band XXVII. 

7 The ritual is known thanks to H. Zimmem’s Beitrage zur Kenntnis der babylonischen 
Religion (AB 12; Leipzig, 1901), who published with No. 31-38 the first tablets from 
Nineveh. Some years later he made the first attempt at an interpretation, see idem, Das 
vermutliche babylonische Vorbild des Pehta und Mambuha der Mandaer, Orientalische 
Studien. Theodor Noldeke zum 70. Geburtstag (2.3.1906) II (ed. C. Bezold; Giessen, 
1906), 959-967. S. Smith, The Babylonian Ritual for the Consecration and Induction of 
a Divine Statue, JRAS (1925), 37-60 pi. ii-iv, published a Babylonian version of the rit¬ 
ual, improved later by E. Ebeling, Tod und Leben nach den Vorstellungen der Baby- 
lonier (Berlin and Leipzig, 1931), No. 26 and completed with ibid., No. 27 (A.418; 
Assur version). For the supplements to No. 27 see idem, Kritische Beitrage zu neueren 
assyriologischen Veroffentlichungen (MAOG 10.2; Leipzig, 1937), esp. 29-31. 
Walker, Material , presented in 1966 the most complete collection of the material so far. 
W. R. Mayer, Seleukidische Rituale aus Warka mit Emesal-Gebeten, OrNS A1 (1978), 
431-458, esp. 443-458, contributed to the reconstruction of the ritual with the publica¬ 
tion of W.20030/3 and the duplicates W.20030/5 and W.20030/98. T. Jacobsen, The 
Graven Image, Ancient Israelite Religion. Essays in Honor of F. M. Cross (ed. P. D. 
Miller, P. D. Hanson & S. D. McBride; Philadelphia, 1987), 15-32, esp. 23-29; M. 
Dietrich & O. Loretz, Jahwe und seine Aschera. Anthropomorphes Kultbild in Meso- 
potamien, Ugarit und Israel. Das biblische Bilderverbot (UBL 9; Munster, 1992), 24- 
37; M. Dietrich, Der Werkstoff wird Gott. Zum mesopotamischen Ritual der Umwand- 
lung eines leblosen Bildwerks in einen lebendigen Gott, MARG 1 (1992), 105-126, esp. 
114-123; T. Podella, Das Lichtkleid JHWHs. Untersuchungen zur Gestalthaftigkeit 
Gottes im Alten Testament und seiner altorientalischen Umwelt (FAT 15; Tubingen, 
1996), 108ff, made attempts to interpret the Assyrian and the Babylonian versions of 
the ritual. They used Ebeling’s old transcription of the Babylonian version, accepted his 
partly problematic interpretations and transferred them to the Assyrian version (transla¬ 
tion based on Walker, Material ) which they, however, did not investigate separately. In 
recent years, C. Walker has succeeded in completing the ritual tablets. He has also iden¬ 
tified and reconstructed the majority of the incantations and will publish a critical edi¬ 
tion in the near future. I am indebted to Mr. Walker for his help in the British Museum 
and for giving me insight in his manuscripts. The first results of his work are going to 
be published in C. B. F. Walker & M. B. Dick, The Induction of the Cult Image in 
Ancient Mesopotamia: The Mesopotamian Mis pi Ritual, Born in Heaven, Made on 
Earth: The Creation of the Cult Image (ed. M. B. Dick), 1-72 (in preparation). Dick 
who wrote the interpretation of the ritual refers mainly to Jacobsen’s explanation and to 
the analysis presented by Peg Boden, who will argue in her thesis that the Babylonian 
version of the mouth-washing ritual is a ‘rite of transition’ (letter dated March 10, 
1995), see below. 
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from the first millennium 8 and come from Assur, Nineveh, Nimrud, 
Babylon, Sippar, Nippur, Uruk, Sultantepe and Hama. 9 Since the incan¬ 
tations are written in Sumerian, it is possible that the ritual actually dates 
from an earlier period. 10 In this context, it has to be remembered that 
there is evidence for the mouth-opening since Neo-Sumerian times 11 and 
for the mouth-washing since Middle-Baby Ionian times. 12 Ritual tablets 
from Nineveh 13 and Babylon contain the ritual instructions for the first 
day. The Nineveh version (henceforth referred to as ‘Nineveh’) gives 


8 There are only a few references to the ritual in the historical inscriptions of the first 
millennium: In Babylonia of the 9th century cf. L. W. King, Babylonian Boundary- 
Stones and Memorial-Tablets in the British Museum (London, 1912), 36 iv 22-28; in 
Assyria not before Esarhaddon, cf. Borger, Inschriften, 89 Rev. 22f, and 91:12f 
(AsBbH); W. G. Lambert, Esarhaddon’s Attempt to Return Marduk to Babylon, Ad 
bene et fideliter seminandum, Festgabe fur Karlheinz Deller zum 21. Februar 1987 
(AOAT 220; ed. U. Magen & G. Mauer; Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1988), 157-174, esp. 162 
(K6048+ Rev. iii 10-12); P. Gerardi, Prism Fragments from Sippar: New Esarhaddon 
Inscriptions, Iraq 55 (1993), 119-133, esp. 127ff (BM 56628 B 1-8); Assurbanipal, cf. 
M. Streck, Assurbanipal und die letzten assyrischen Konige bis zum Untergange 
Niniveh’s. I-III (VAB 7; Leipzig, 1916), 268 Rev. iii 19-22 (with the collations of R. 
Borger, Beitrage zum Inschriftenwerk Assurbanipals. Die Prismenklassen A, B,C = K, 
D,E,F, G, H, J und T sowie andere Inschriften. Mit einem Beitrag von Andreas Fuchs 
[Wiesbaden, 1996], 188). 

9 For the history of the texts see (coming soon) Walker, Dick, Induction, 10-12. For the 
numeration of the tablets see ibid., 14. The recently published text from Nimrud (a 
duplicate of K2445+ etc., see n. 76) J.A. Black & D. J. Wiseman, Literary Texts from 
the Temple ofNabu (CTN IV; Oxford, 1996), No. 188 (IM 67597), has to be added to 
their collection of the sources. 

10 Following Renger, Kultbild, 313. 

11 Cf. M. Civil, Remarks on ‘Sumerian and Bilingual Texts’, JNES 26 (1967), 200-211, 
esp. 211; G. J. Selz, Eine Kultstatue der Herrschergemahlin Sasa: Ein Beitrag zum 
Problem der Vergottlichung, ASJ 14 (1992), 245-268, esp. n. 54; I. J. Winter, ‘Idols of 
the King’: Royal Images as Recipients of Ritual Action in Ancient Mesopotamia, 
Journal of Ritual Studies 6 (1992), 13-42, esp. 22 with n. 11. The ceremony seems to 
have been performed regularly, cf. ibid., 37 n. 12. 

12 J. Aro, Mittelbabylonische Kleidertexte der Hilprecht-Sammlung Jena (Sitzungs- 
berichte der Sachsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig 115.2; Berlin, 
1970), 18f HS 165:22f and 24. 

13 The following interpretation of the mouth-washing ritual relies on Berlejung’s trans¬ 
literations and translations, Theologie der Bilder , Text No. 1 (with a synopsis of the 
Nineveh and the Babylon version). The different witnesses to the Assyrian version are 
combined into a textus compositus and quoted as K6324+ etc., cf. Walker, Material , 
3ff; ‘etc.’ includes the following tablets: K3248; K6324+; K6683; K6883; K7630+; 
K8117; K8994; K9508; K10060; K10176; K10473; K11920; K13259+; K13472; 
K15279; K15325; K15534; Rm 2, 344; and S. Langdon, Sumerian Grammatical 
Texts (PBS XII/1; Philadelphia, 1917), No. 7 Rev. 6-10; ibid., No. 6 Obv. 13-17; H. 
F. Lutz, Selected Sumerian and Babylonian Texts (PBS 1/2; Philadelphia, 1919), No. 
116 Obv. 6-10. The Babylonian version is preserved in BM 45749 (81-7-6, 162+234). 
If there are no essential differences between the two versions, the text is quoted as 
K6324+ etc. par. 
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only an incomplete impression of the second day and must be supple¬ 
mented by source BM 45749 from Babylon. The Babylonian version 
(‘Babylon’) makes no explicit reference to the mouth-opening rite, 
while the mouth-washing rite is mentioned fourteen times. The context 
shows that every mouth-washing included mouth-openings. In Babylo¬ 
nia, the term mouth-washing has not needed any further supplementation 
(mouth-opening) since the 9th century. 14 KA.LUH.U 3 .DA resp. mis pi is 
the terminus technicus of the Babylonian ritual language pertaining to 
both actions. 15 

All instructions are given in the 2nd person masculine singular and 
addressed to the asipu 16 or the masmassu . 17 The following survey gives 
an impression of the ritual’s various phrases: 18 

1. Preparations in the city, in the countryside and in the temple 
(Nineveh version). 

2. Workshop (the Babylonian version starts here). 

3. Procession from the workshop to the river. 

4. At the river bank. 

5. Procession from the river bank into the orchard. 

6. In the orchard within the circle of the reed-huts (sutukku) 19 and 
reed-tents (urigallu) 20 . 

7. Procession from the orchard to the gate of the temple. 

8. In the gate of the temple. 

9. Procession from the gate to the Holy of Holies (papahu and 
subtu ). 

10. Holy of Holies/Abode. 

11. To the quay of the Apsu. 

Right from the start of the ritual, the majority of the priest’s physical 
gestures, the sacrifices, the movements, the magic activities and the 


14 See n. 8. 

15 Following Walker, Material , 164, and Smith, The Babylonian Ritual, 40. 

16 For the asipu see J. Bottero, Magie, A. In Mesopotamien, RLA 7 (1987-1990), 200- 
234, esp. 226f. 

17 For the etymology of masmassu see A. Livingstone, A Note on an Epithet of Ea in a 
Recently Published Creation Myth, NABU 1988/65. 

18 The following survey is based on a synoptic view of the Babylon and the Nineveh ver¬ 
sion. 

19 For the exterior appearance of such a reed-hut, see D. Collon, First Impressions. Cylin¬ 
der Seals in the Ancient Near East (London, 1987), fig. 803. 

20 Gl urigallu seems to be a bundle comprised of three reeds; it is the construction of a 
simple tent, demarcating the magical space. 
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incantations relate to the divine image. From the very beginning, the 
image is addressed directly as ‘you’ and treated as an individual person. 
The terms ‘this god’, ‘statue’, ‘statue of the god’, ‘god’ used in reference 
to the statue were very probably replaced during the course of the ritual 
by the name of the god concerned, thereby ensuring his actual ‘presence’ 
in the rites. Numerous gods were accorded such sacrifices and rites 
oraux , but the most important seem to have been Marduk, Ea and the 
Sungod, regarded as the most efficacious ‘trias of white magic’ in a 
large number of magic and cultic rituals. There is an obvious shift of 
emphasis during the course of the mouth-washing ritual, i.e. the first 
stage of the ritual is dominated by the presence of Ea, while the second 
stage shows Samas involved to a far greater extent. 

The date of the beginning of the ritual was determined by the gods 
signifying a favourable day. The ritual lasted two days and was struc¬ 
tured according to the rhythm of the day moving from evening to morn¬ 
ing. The location changed several times, starting in the workshop, and 
then moving on to the neighbouring river bank and into the garden; 21 it 
ended finally in the temple of the god concerned. The workshop, adjoin¬ 
ing river, and orchard were all part of one enclosed territory, accessible 
to the temple personnel only. The quay and the gardens belonged to the 
Ea temple area known as Ekarzagina (‘House of the Quay of Lapis 
Lazuli’) in the historical inscriptions. 22 Surprisingly, however, the ritual 
and incantation tablets of the mouth-washing ritual never mention the 
Ekarzagina. They refer only to the river, the gardens, and the canals. 23 
The Ekarzagina in Babylon was considered to be part of the temple-area 
at Esagila, 24 although it was an independent building and an enclosed 


21 The cultic function of orchards is described in J. J. Glassner, A propos des jardins 
mesopotamiens, Res Orientates 3 (1991), 9-17, esp. 11. 

22 See A. R. George, Babylonian Topographical Texts (OLA 40; Leuven, 1992), 300-303 
(ad Tintir IV 3), and additionally S. M. Maul, ‘Herzberuhigungsklagen’. Die sume- 
risch-akkadischen Ersahunga-Gebete (Wiesbaden, 1988), 123:9 (Ea is the ‘Lord of the 
Ekarzagina’). 

23 STT 200 etc. 57ff = Walker, Material , 87, and Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, 
Quellenband XXVIII; K6324+ etc. 2.70. Borger, Inschriften , 89 Rev. 22, and 91: 
lOff, King, Babylonian Boundary-Stones , 36 iv 25 refer to the Ekarzagina in the 
context of a mouth-washing ritual. For evidence of ‘Ekarzagina’ and ‘Karzagina’, 
see A. R. George, House Most High. The Temples of Ancient Mesopotamia 
(Mesopotamian Civilizations 5; Winona Lake, 1993), 108 No. 568f, and idem, 
Babylonian Topographical Texts, 300-303. For the mouth-washing ritual in the outer 
court of the Assur temple in Assyria, see Lambert, Esarhaddons’s Attempt, 162 
(K6048+ Rev. iii 10). 

24 G. Frame, Rulers of Babylonia. From the Second Dynasty of I sin to the End of Assyr¬ 
ian Domination (1157-612 BC) (RIMB 2; Toronto, Buffalo and London, 1995), 
B.6.32.2, p. 201:65-67, see also George, Babylonian Topographical Texts , 303. 
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territory beside the river. The temple-gardens between Ekarzagina and 
Esagila were accessible from Esagila through several gates: 25 

The gate which opens on to the Garden of Apsu is called Ka-Id (‘Gate of 
the River God’); The closed gate which opens on to the garden is called 
Ka-kiri-abzu (‘Gate of the Garden of Apsu')\ the gate (at) which the 
mouths of the gods are opened. The gate which opens on to the bank is 
called Ka-zag-kiri (‘Gate at the Garden’s Edge’); alternatively it is called 
‘Gate of the Trenches’. 

The Ekarzagina was the gate to the Apsu , the abode of Ea and a ‘cosmic 
quay’. 26 This cosmic quay was a cosmic gate linking the earthly world to 
the Apsu and to the realms of Marduk and Ea. As a ‘cosmic threshold’, 
this was the most appropriate place at which to perform the mouth-wash¬ 
ing ritual, which also had some of the characteristics of a rite of transi¬ 
tion (see below). 


2.2. The Ritual Actions 

The First Day 

(1) Preparations in the City, in the Countryside and in the Temple - 

Nineveh (11. 1-54) 

Once the priest had ensured that the timing of the ritual was in accordance 
with the will of the gods, he got up in the morning and marked out the 
space with a magical circle for the following ritual in the orchard and then 
prepared the ritual arrangement which had to be used later (K6324+ etc. 
95ff par.); he also prepared the temple of the god in the city and inspected 
the river, from which he drew water for seven holy water basins. The 
divine image in the workshop (11. 38ff) was decorated with threads of 
coloured wool and passed through the first purification rites 27 with 
censer 28 , torch and holy water basin. ‘The holy water basin of mouth¬ 
washing’ seems to have been of special importance; it had to be prepared 


25 For the following gates of Esagila, see George, Babylonian Topographical Texts , 
No. 6 (BM 35046 Rev. 26-28). 

26 George, Babylonian Topographical Texts , 300. 

27 For the cleansing efficacy of the holy water basin, the censer and the torch see S. M. 
Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung. Eine Untersuchung altorientalischen Denkens anhand der 
babylonisch-assyrischen Loserituale (Namburbi) (BaF 18; Mainz, 1994), 62, 94-97. 

28 Rm 225 etc. = Walker, Material , 48ff (incantations for the ‘cleansing’ of a god cf. 11. 
14.37) offers Kultmittelbeschworungen for incense and fire. The following incantation 
for the holy water basin (Rm 225 etc. 38-50) makes no mention of the mouth-washing, 
so that it could be used within different purification rites of the gods. For an explanation 
of the term Kultmittelbeschworung and the following kinds of incantations, see the clas¬ 
sification by A. Falkenstein, Die Haupttypen der sumerischen Beschworung literarisch 
untersucht (LSS NF 1; Leipzig, 1931), passim, and Bottero, Magie, 213f ('rites oraux ’). 
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during the night (11. 23-37) by mixing different kinds of wood, reed, salt, 
herbs, semi-precious stones, precious metals, oils, ghee and treacle, 29 all 
ingredients containing well-known purifying properties for both gods and 
humans. 30 According to the incantation tablet STT 200 etc. 31 , this basin 
was used on the second day in the garden; BM 45749 places this section 
at a later stage. The holy water basin was prepared at the beginning of the 
second day, i.e. when it was actually needed. From a practical point of 
view, it seems to have been more convenient for the priest to arrange the 
ritual apparatus and the holy water basin before the beginning of the 
whole ritual. The Nineveh version shows, in this regard, a better organi¬ 
sation and perhaps a later stage of tradition. 

(2) Workshop - Nineveh (11. 55-64) 

Ea, Asalluhi and the statue were fumigated and libated, this action being 
the first devotionary gift to the new image. At this stage of the ritual, the 
statue was already referred to as ‘god’ and not only as ‘statue’. This is 
an unmistakable sign that even before its participation in the first mouth¬ 
washing ritual the image was not considered to be a mere product of 
human craftmanship, 32 but a divine being in its own right. 

The first mouth-washing and mouth-opening of the god was accom¬ 
panied by purification rites with censer, torch and holy water basin, and 
it heralded the transfer of the perceptional functions to the image. It was 
then possible, for the first time, to address it directly and to ask it to go 
before its father Ea with a happy heart. 33 It was believed that at this stage 
of the ritual, the image’s ears and heart would be functioning perfectly. 

29 A Kultmittelbeschworung for treacle, ghee, oil and incense (within a mouth-washing 
ceremony) is mentioned in K3511+ ii 8’ff = Walker, Material , 42f. These ingredients 
also had the power to cleanse the mouth of the gods (ii 13’f). 

30 See E. Reiner, Surpu. A Collection of Sumerian and Akkadian Incantations (AfO Bei- 
heft 11; Graz, 1958), IX; STT 198 Rev. i 63 = Walker, Material, 34. K3511+ = 
Walker, Material , 40ff ( Sitz im Leben is the mouth-washing, see 11. 14.26.38), contains 
the Kultmittelbeschworungen for tamarisk, soapwort, reed and homed alkali. The 
incantations transfer the power to purify the gods’ mouth to these ingredients. 

31 STT 200 etc. 49-62 = Walker, Material, 87, or Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quel- 
lenband XXVIII. 

32 Contra Dietrich & Loretz, Jahwe, 36, and Dietrich, Werkstoff, 124, who consider the 
divine image as a piece of dead material for as long as it had not passed through the 
mouth-washing ritual. 

33 Jacobsen, Graven Image, 24, supposes that the beginning of the re-development of the 
statue starts at this point: It leads the image backward in time towards its former stage 
as a piece of wood, a tree and as part of the semen of Ea who made the tree grow. 
There is no evidence for this interpretation in the text. Ea is seen as father of the image, 
because he had made it in co-operation with the artisans. The ritual’s course shows 
clearly that there is a progression (no regression) in the evolution of the statue. 
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Babylon (11. 1-4) 

In the Babylonian version, the priest placed a red cloth in front of the 
statue, and a white cloth to its right, although their significance is not 
explained. 34 After the mouth-washing, the god received his first offering 
table and was now fully able to appreciate it. The incantation (an.na 
m.bi.ta tu.ud.da.a) ‘Bom in heaven by his own power’ 35 follows. The 
incipit of this incantation might mislead one into connecting it with the 
heavenly birth of the statue, 36 but it is problematic to take these lines as 
the basis for far-reaching interpretations, because the Sumerian incipit 
does not correspond to the Akkadian interlinear translation (‘[The heav¬ 
ens we]re ! created by their own power’). Taking the text of the incanta¬ 
tion as a whole, it is obvious that its function was to ensure the purity of 
the incantation priest, because neither the statue nor the god are men¬ 
tioned. The catchline therefore cannot be utilized for the reconstrucion 
of a ‘myth of origin’ of the image. 

(3) Procession from the Workshop to the River - Nineveh (11. 65-69) 

The image was then taken in procession from the workshop to the river 
bank beside the orchards. Although the orchards were cultivated and 
therefore fruit-bearing, 1. 69 introduces the term ‘steppe’ ( seru ) at this 
point. This surely cannot be a description of the real geographical envi¬ 
ronment, but rather its perception, assessment and interpretation. 37 On 
the axis of the horizontal plane, seru is the wild, uncultivated, some¬ 
times demonic land, whilst on the axis of the vertical plane it is the 
area of transition between the world of the living and the world of the 
dead. As a threshold to the underworld the steppe stands for an area 
with threatened and unstable order, the abode of political and mytho¬ 
logical adversaries (demons). 38 Rituals, and purification rituals in par¬ 
ticular, often took place outside the city, since the impurities, separated 
from their bearer, had to be banished to the uninhabited area 39 so as not 

34 For the interpretation of the colour ‘red’ see H. Cancik & H. Mohr, Religionsasthetik, 
HrwG I (ed. H. Cancik et al.; Stuttgart, Berlin, Koln, Mainz, 1988), 121-156, esp. 135. 
It seems that the red cloth stresses the joy of the new god about his birth. 

35 This incantation is preserved in STT 199 etc. Obv. 1-12 = Walker, Material , 62. For 
the incipit see now Black & Wiseman, Literary Texts , 188 Rev. iv 4’ (IM 67597). 

36 As suggested by Jacobsen, Graven Image, 26 (ad 1. 42); Dietrich & Loretz, Jahwe, 
3If; Ebeling, Tod und Leben, 100; Walker & Dick, Induction, 63. 

37 See K. Hoheisel, Religionsgeographie, HrwG I (1988), 108-120, esp. 118f. 

38 See V. Haas, Die Damonisierung des Fremden und des Feindes im Alten Orient, 
Rocznik Orientalistyczny 41 (1980), 37-44. 

39 Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung , 48, 124f. 
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to contaminate the inhabited world. During the procession to the river, 
the statue moved from its place of creation into the free landscape seru 
(the ‘Jenseitsgelande’ 40 ). All impurities leaving the image were trans¬ 
ferred to this area where they could harm no one. The procession of the 
image was escorted by its craftsmen with their tools. The departure from 
the workshop was accompanied by the incantation ‘As you come out, as 
you come out in greatness’ (e.a.zu.de [e.a.z]u.de gal.a), 41 naming the dif¬ 
ferent kinds of wood used for the statue, its purpose being to confirm the 
purity and the supernatural quality of the material. The tools of the 
craftsmen and the craftsmen themselves were also mentioned in the 
incantation: the tools were considered to be exceptionally pure, and the 
craftsmen were, in fact, the gods themselves. The combination of the 
departure from the workshop and this incantation was meant to divest 
the created god of his human and mundane qualities, and should surely 
be interpreted as a rite of separation. 42 

Babylon (11. 5f) 

There are no essential differences between the two versions. The Baby¬ 
lonian text does not use the term ‘steppe’. It is possible that the proces¬ 
sion in Babylon led the image through the gate, linking the workshop to 
the river bank and orchards of the temple. This might be connected with 
the ‘Gate of the River God’ mentioned above. 43 

(4) At the River Bank 44 - Nineveh (11. 70-94) 

It was on the banks of the river that the image met its father Ea for the 
first time. The god stood at the threshold which divided the upper world 
from the cosmic quay of the river god. 45 In this ‘paradigmatic threshold- 


40 B. Janowski, Siihne als Heilsgeschehen. Studien zur Siihnetheologie der Priesterschrift 
und zur Wurzel kpr im Alten Orient und im Alten Testament (WMANT 55; Neu- 
kirchen-Vluyn, 1982), 51 with n. 122; similarly Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung, 125. 

41 STT 199 etc. Obv. 13-40+x = Walker, Material, 62f; Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, 
Quellenband XVIf. 

42 For the relationship between rites of purification and separation see A. van Gennep, 
Les rites de passage (Paris, 1909), 32. 

43 Rites of transition often take place nearby a threshold or a gate, cf. Van Gennep, Rites 
de passage, 191. 

44 Since the royal inscriptions only mention the mouth-washing in the orchard at the river 
bank, this part of the ritual is the most important of the whole procedure, see e.g. 
Borger, Inschriften, 89 Rev. 21-24, 91:12f; Streck, Assurbanipal, 268 Rev. iii 19-22. 

45 For the connection of the underworld with the realm of Enki resp. Ea see also e.g. STT 
199 etc. Obv. 31 = Walker, Material, 63; Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellen¬ 
band XVII. 
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situation ’ in front of Ea, the divine image was in a transition between the 
craftsmen on the one side and the river god, as its divine father, on the 
other. 

The image was seated on a reed-mat. 46 The priest presented some 
offerings to Ea and Asalluhi and threw tools and turtles, made of silver 
and gold, into the river. The symbolic animals are surely best understood 
as offerings to Ea, while the sinking of the carpenter’s tools implied that 
the god of the artisans reclaimed the instruments he had used as the 
medium for his work. 47 He receives the witnesses of the human involve¬ 
ment in the making of the statue. The image was thus isolated from the 
tools and thereby divested of its human past. This could be interpreted as 
a rite of separation (see also 11. 90f). The following lines are only pre¬ 
served incompletely. In 11. 88-93, the ritual tablet gives the text of the 
following short incantation addressed to Ea: 

88. [... Incantation: ‘He who come]s, his mouth is washed. 

89. [... with] his [brothers he may be counted! 

90. [The axe, the chis]el (and) the saw of the craftsmen, 

91. [...as many as app]roached him, take away from his (i.e. the god’s) 
body! 

92. [...] this god, oh Ea, his mouth is washed! 

93. [... with] his (divine) brothers count him! ’ 

Having certified that the mouth-washing of the new god had been 
completed (securing his purity) and having appealed to Ea to integrate 
him into the divine community, the priest then removed the offering 
apparatus which had been presented to the river god. This brought the 
first part of the ritual to an end; the statue was now perfectly pure and 
had been introduced to its divine father. The formula ‘you take the hand 
of the god’ (<qat Hi tasabbatma) in 1. 95 announces both the ritual’s 
change of location, and the start of the next procession. What follows 
has to be understood as a completely new stage of the ritual. 

Babylon (11. 6-12) 

The Babylonian version shows that the cultic image was placed on the 
reed-mat with its face turned to the west, i.e. facing the sunset (whereas 
in the Babylon version it faced towards the Euphrates). This indicates 

46 The reed-mat has to separate the object placed upon it from the underground, see AHW 

141f, esp. 142a, and W.20030/4:16f, translated in TUAT 11.2 (Giitersloh, 1987), 234- 

236, esp. 235. 

47 These tools had been conjured with STT 199 etc. Obv. 34ff = Walker, Material , 63; 

Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellenband XVII. 
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that this part of the ritual refers to the ‘old existence’ of the image in 
relation to its birth in the workshop, awaiting its rebirth in the direction 
of the east. The priest chants three times ‘King, lord of the deep’ (lugal 
umun engur) to Ea and recites the incantation ‘Enki, king of the Apsu' 
( d En.ki lugal.abzu.ke 4 ) 48 in 1. 10; following a libation the priest then per¬ 
forms (unlike the Nineveh version) the second mouth-washing, followed 
by the short incantation sa illaka plsu mesi already known from the 
Assyrian version. 

(5) Procession from the River Bank into the Orchard - Nineveh 
(1. 95) 

The place of action is transferred from the river bank to the neighbour¬ 
ing orchard, with its magical circle, the reed-huts and reed-tents pre¬ 
pared by the priest at the very beginning of the ritual tablet (11. 3-11). 

Babylon (1. 12) 

There are no differences between the two versions. The change of place 
indicates a new stage of the ritual. It may be that the transfer into the 
orchard was understood as the crossing of a threshold expressed by the 
act of passing through a gate. It is attractive to connect this hypothesis 
with the names of the gates of Esagila. This could mean that in Babylon 
the statue crossed the ‘Gate of the Garden of Apsu' and was placed 
nearby so that it became ‘the gate (at) which the mouths of the gods are 
opened’ (see above). 

(6) In the Orchard (A) - Nineveh (11. 95-108) 

The image is brought into the prepared ritual setting and placed on a 
reed-mat, in the centre of the magical circle, veiled with a linen cloth, 
and placed with its eyes looking towards the sunrise. Mesopotamian rit¬ 
uals often connect sunrise with vivification, purification and rebirth. 49 
Ritual arrangement and sunrise witness to the fact that the new image is 
in a ‘ paradigmatic threshold-situation' before the Sungod whose duty is 
to release and liberate the statue. In the orchard then, the image received 
a new quality of existence. This suggests rites de marge 50 in the garden. 


48 This incantation may have been preserved in STT 199 etc. Rev. V-2V = Walker, Mate¬ 
rial , 64. 

49 As, for example, during the Namburbi-rituals, cf. Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung, 125. 

50 For this term see Van Gennep, Rites de passage , 27ff. 
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The priest then prepared the new god for the first night he would 
spend in the midst of the reed-huts and reed-tents containing his para¬ 
phernalia and the craftsmen’s tools. In the evening, fumigations were 
made for nine different gods before the evening-star; an offering appa¬ 
ratus was prepared, and a ram was offered, followed by a libation and a 
mouth-washing. The offering apparatus was subsequently dismantled. 
For the gods involved in the making and purification of the new statue, 
as well as the god of the statue itself, the priest set up nine censers 
before the gods of the night and spoke their names. This offering 
arrangement was in use throughout the night. The third mouth-wash¬ 
ing/mouth-opening of the Assyrian version is mentioned. The first day 
thus reached its end. The image was introduced to the nine most impor¬ 
tant gods of the day, and to the eight gods of purification and crafts¬ 
manship. During the night, the new god stood under the stars which 
brought the offerings to the heavenly gods. 51 The exposure of the image 
to the stars, could be interpreted as a rite d’agregation connecting the 
image with the cosmos and its divine counterparts. The statue was 
treated like a new-born child which had to be integrated to its own social 
environment. 52 At the river bank there had been repeated appeals to 
count the divine image with its brothers the gods, and in the orchard this 
request was translated into action. 

Babylon (11. 12-36) 

Only at second sight does the Babylonian version show parallels with 
the Assyrian text, i.e. the image is veiled and turned towards the sunrise. 
Different gods, arranged in groups of nine, were presented with offer¬ 
ings, and the statue subsequently spent the night in the open air. 

At first sight, the Babylonian version seems to have different ritual 
instructions from those in the Assyrian version. On the one hand, the 
Babylonian text presumes the existence of a ritual arrangement with 
reed-tents in the orchard, without any reference to its preparation. On the 
other hand, the Babylonian priest changes the scene of the ritual and 
returns to the river to make offerings and recite two Kultmittelbe- 
schworungen for water (11. 13f). The Babylonian version then describes 
the preparation of the holy water in about ten lines which interrupt the 


51 The function of the stars is described in E. Reiner, Astral Magic in Babylonia 
(Philadelphia, 1995), 139-143. 

52 See Van Gennep, Rites de passage , 74. The text of the ritual gives several hints that the 
new statue was regarded as a new-born child of Ea, see K6324+ etc. 6Iff par. 
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progress of the ritual. The ritual instructions correspond to the first lines 
of the Nineveh version which had no need to repeat the preparation 
sequence and continued therefore with the course of the ritual. Within 
the section dealing with the preparation of the holy water, the Babylon¬ 
ian version reports a small episode which has no parallel in the Nineveh 
version, i.e. the holy water is poured into a trough ( buginnu ) made of 
tamarisk wood and supplemented with other ingredients. The trough is 
placed on the Belet-ill brick, a mouth-washing is performed and the rit¬ 
ual arrangement is dismantled. Although it is clear that these actions 
show numerous allusions to the human birth (e.g. the brick of the mother 
goddess Belet-ill, the number ‘nine’ referring to the nine months of ges¬ 
tation), there is no evidence for the hypothesis that the mouth-washing 
ritual enacts the procreation and birth of the statue in the different stages 
of its evolution. 53 E. Ebeling regarded the trough as a womb filled with 
Ea’s semen represented by the water of the river, so that the ‘embryo’ 
materializes in the trough. 54 Following this interpretation, T. Jacobsen 
suggested that the birth of the god in heaven took place during the fol¬ 
lowing night, having been prepared by ‘sympathetic magic on earth’. 55 
The interpretation of the holy water as Ea’s semen, containing ingredi¬ 
ents used as components of the statue and which now constitute its 
embryo, is not convincing, because it presupposes that the contents of 
the holy water basin have been preselected; it seems to be a plausible 
explanation of the precious metals, wood and stones, but it cannot 
explain the use of oil, ghee, treacle or herbs. When the incantation 
tablet 56 is taken into account as well, it seems to be more appropriate 
to understand the holy water with all its ingredients as a purification 
elixir, prepared for the mouth-washing and mouth-opening ceremonies. 
The Kultmittelbeschworung for the tamarisk ‘Tamarisk, pure wood’ 
(gis.sinig gis.ku.ga) 57 , has to be seen in the same light (1. 26); it speaks 
of the branches of this tree which are cut off to cleanse the mouth of the 
god. This is followed on the incantation tablet by the incantations for 
soapwort, reed, homed alkali, treacle, ghee, oil and incense, all of them 
ingredients also to be thrown into the holy water. The text of these 

53 Contra Ebeling, Tod und Leben, lOOf; Jacobsen, Graven Image, 25f, 28, who influ¬ 
enced Dietrich & Loretz, Jahwe, 31; Dietrich, Werkstoff, 115-120; Walker & Dick, 
Induction, 20, 62-64. 

54 Ebeling, Tod und Leben , 101, followed by Walker & Dick, Induction, 20. 

55 Jacobsen, Graven Image, 28. 

56 K3511+ i 1-ii 38’ = Walker, Material , 40-43. 

57 Cf. K3511+ i 1-14 = Walker, Material , 40; Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellen- 
band XX. 
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incantations, clearly shows that all these components served the cleans¬ 
ing of the image. The same is also true of the gold, silver and precious 
stones. 58 The ingredients of the holy water for the mouth-washing, how¬ 
ever, do not represent the components of the image or its embryo, but 
rather the different purification substances which can be equated with 
different gods. A cultic commentary 59 referring {inter alia) to the ingre¬ 
dients of a holy water basin, shows that the contents of the holy water 
basin and the trough were not exclusively used in the mouth-washing rit¬ 
ual and did not relate to the actual material of a cultic image; they were 
often components of water basins and used in different purification 
rites. 60 Besides, the Kultmittelbeschworungen (1. 14) for the water of the 
river ‘Apsw-sanctuary, to determine destinies’ (es.abzu nam.tar.tar.e.de) 61 
and ‘Quay of the Apsu, pu[re] quay’ (kar abzu kar ku.[ga.am]) 62 , show 
that the water was never perceived as Ea’s semen; these incantations 
refer only to the purifying effect of the water. Neither buginnu nor the 
brick of the mother goddess should be linked per se to the mise en scene 
of a birth. The buginnu is known from several rituals without its being 
connected in any way with conception and birth; 63 the brick of the 
mother goddess plays a role in rituals that have nothing to do with pro¬ 
creation. 64 Even in the mouth-washing ritual, the connection between 
brick and trough is not always apparent. 65 Without the connection 
between mother goddess, womb and semen, the interpretation outlined 
above cannot stand. The ritual referred only to the mixing of the purify¬ 
ing water with the various ingredients. This section was part of the 

58 For the purifying functions of the precious stones, gold and silver see Maul, Zukunfts- 
bewaltigung, 95 with n. 28, 108-113. 

59 A. Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory Works of Assyrian and Baby¬ 
lonian Scholars (Oxford, 1986), 176-179 (CBS 6060 Obv. with duplicates). 

60 See Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung, 41-46, 95 with n. 26-29. 

61 STT 199 etc. Rev. 22*-42’ = Walker, Material , 64f. The translation of Jacobsen, 
Graven Image, 25 (followed by Dietrich & Loretz, Jakwe , 29, and Dietrich, Werkstoff, 
118): ‘Father ‘Waters below’! To determine destinies ...’ was based on Ebeling, Tod 
und Leben, No. 26:14 (ad.abzu instead of es.abzu); but see now K6324+ etc. 19. The 
incantation never alludes to the water as symbol of the ‘fructifying semen’ of Ea, con¬ 
tra Jacobsen, ibid. 

62 See STT 199 etc. Rev. 43’-46’ = Walker, Material , 66, cf. already K6324+ etc. 20. 

63 See AHW 136. 

64 Bricks are found in K7060+ 8’, partly published in Zimmem, Beitrage zur Kenntnis , 
70 (for Sm 316 see B. Menzel, Assyrische Tempel, Vol. II (StPsm 10; Rome, 1981), 
No. 52 T 109f), cf. now Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder , 124 n. 778. See also 
W.20030/4:8.15.18, translated in TUAT II.2, 234f. 

65 See e.g. the ritual instructions of the incantation tablets K4928+ iv etc. Section E 20- 
29 (earlier K4928 iv etc. 15’-24’ = Walker, Material , 117, and now Berlejung, The¬ 
ologie der Bilder , Quellenband n. 85). The trough is mentioned, the brick is not. 
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preparations described in the first lines of the Nineveh version, which 
makes no mention of the trough, a fact which indicates that this proce¬ 
dure can hardly be understood as a central rite. 66 Finally, it should not be 
overlooked that the place where the gods are bom is the workshop 61 and 
not the Ekarzagina, the orchard or the river bank. Once seated in the 
orchard, the image had already left the place of its birth. For the mise en 
scene of the procreation of the image, the bit mummu would have been 
more appropriate than the orchard. 

Parallel with the Nineveh version, the priest then set up (2 x 9) offer¬ 
ing arrangements for Anu, Enlil, Ea, Sin, Samas, Adad, Marduk, Gula 
and Istar of the stars (towards the north) and for Belet-ill, Kusu, 
Ningirim, Ninkurra, Ninagal, Kusigbanda, Ninildu, Ninzadim and the 
god of the statue (towards the south). The Babylonian text gives us addi¬ 
tional information (11. 29ff) about different stars and constellations, 
clearly identical with the gods of the night in the Nineveh version, which 
received offerings followed by nine mouth-washings, one for each of the 
nine sets of deities. The Babylonian version lists twelve mouth-washings 
for the first day of the ritual, the first in the workshop, the second at the 
river bank and ten in the orchard. 

The Second Day 

(6) In the Orchard (B) - Nineveh (11. 109-204) 

On the morning of the following day, the priest places thrones in the reed- 
huts dedicated to Ea, Samas and Asalluhi (prepared in 1. 7), on which they 
are seated, whilst the priest presents them with red clothes and offerings, 
and recites several incantations addressed primarily to the Sungod and Ea. 
Noteworthy is the incantation ‘Ea, Samas and Asalluhi’ 68 which throws 
light on the tasks of these gods during this stage of the ritual: 


66 Contra Ebeling, Tod und Leben , lOOf, and Jacobsen, Graven Image, 25f. 

67 Borger, Inschriften , 83 Rev. 35; 88 Rev. 12 and K6324+ etc. 55 par. 

68 This incantation is (partly) preserved in Sm 290 ‘Rev.’ 6’-10’ = Walker, Material , 79, 
and (completely) in Hama 6 A 343 ii = J. Laessoe, A Prayer to Ea, Shamash, and 
Marduk, from Hama, Iraq 18 (1956), 60-67 (for more parallels see Walker, Fc., with 
references to IM 124645 Sippar 177/2340 iif [11. 6-11.16-18.26-41]; Sm 1414 [11. 6- 
18]; K2969+ ii [11. 34-41]; K5754+ ii [11. 34-41]). The Textus compositus of these 
tablets is quoted as Sm 290 etc. and translated in Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, 
Quellenband XXIVf. For Hama 6 A 343, Sm 290 ‘Rev.’ and Sm 1414 see Maul, 
Zukunftsbewaltigung, 300-303; for IM 124645 see now F. N. H. Al-Rawi & A. R. 
George, Tablets from the Sippar Library V. An Incantation from Mis pi, Iraq 57 
(1995), 225-228. 


WASHING THE MOUTH 


61 


33f. Because it is your business to complete the ordinances of the [great 
go]ds, to direct the instructions of the purification rites, 

35. this day, stand nearby, and for this statue which is standing before 
you 

36. greatly determine the destiny! Its mouth to food, 

37. its ears to hearing may be set. 

The three gods of white magic are asked to determine the destiny of 
the image and to activate its vital functions. These are the elements 
which dominate the ritual’s ongoing process, which is now concerned 
with the future functions and tasks of the image, while the circumstances 
of its origin and past recede into the background. The consequence of 
this is that Ea, Samas and Asalluhi all ascend in importance at this stage 
of the ritual. After the incantation ‘Ea, Samas and Asalluhi’, the Nineveh 
version refers to another (the fourth) mouth-washing and purification of 
the statue (11. 149-152). After a gap of four lines, which seem to contain 
offering instructions, the priest sacrifices a ram and makes a libation of 
treacle. 

The following section is characterized by five hand-lifting prayers 
(su-illa) created especially for recitation during the mouth-washing rit¬ 
ual. They include the theology of the ritual in nuce and mark a summit 
in its procedere. The masmassu stands at the left side of the image 69 and 
recites the first of the five long su-illa-prayers ‘On the day when the god 
was created, when the pure statue was completed’ (u 4 dingir dim.ma 
alam sikil.la su du 7 .a). 70 The catchline already equates the god with his 
statue; the god was created in the statue and appeared in his country. 
The role of the image is to make the deity visible on earth; it is, as it 
were, his epiphany. The following section of the incantation stresses that 
the statue was made in heaven and earth; it is the product of co-opera¬ 
tion between two cosmic spheres and of their inhabitants, resp. deities 
and humans. It had the form ( bunnannu ) of god and man (11. 18f), an 
idea which corresponds with the concept of the personal character of the 
gods. 71 The lines that follow deal with the heavenly aspect of the god’s 
origin and stress the fact that it was the gods of the craftsmen who had 
made it: 

69 See K2969+ ii etc. 47 = Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellenband XXVI n. 51. 

70 This incantation is preserved in STT 200 etc. = Walker, Material , 83ff; see now 
Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellenband XXVI-XXIX. 

71 See B. Gladigow, Gottesvorstellungen, HrwG III (1993), 32-49, esp. 40; E. Cassin, 
Forme et identite des hommes et des dieux chez les Babyloniens, Corps des dieux 
(ed. C. Malamoud & J.-P. Vemant; Le Temps de la Reflexion 7; Paris, 1986), 63-76, 
esp. 71-76. 
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39-41. Ninkurra, Ninaga[l, Kusigbanda], Ninildu (and) Ninzadim made 
this statue. 

The fashioning of the statue is described as a superhuman and miracu¬ 
lous process, best understood perhaps as the image’s myth of origin. The 
following lines of the incantation tablet (11. 49-81) have to be seen in con¬ 
junction with the ritual tablet itself (K6324+ etc. 173-186). The image 
stands within the magic circle in the orchard; the craftsmen stand before 
Ninkurra, Ninagal, Kusigbanda, Ninildu and Ninzadim, the priest binds 
their hands and, in a symbolic act, cuts them off with a sword of tamarisk 
wood. According to the ritual tablet, this rite of separation is accompanied 
by an assertory oath 72 by the craftsmen who each swear (differentiated 
according to their profession and patronate god e.g. K6324+ etc. 18If): 

I did not make (it, i.e. the statue); (I swear) I did not [make (it), and ...]. 

Ninildu, (who is) Ea, the god of the carpenter, xx [has made it ...]; 

Only the gods of craftsmanship are responsible for the divine product. 
Rite and oath are meant to annihilate all traces of the statue’s earthly ori¬ 
gin. The making of the image which had taken place in both heaven and 
earth has now been divested of its earthly qualities and reduced to the 
heavenly sphere. After the first su-illa prayer for the opening of the 
mouth of a god, the Nineveh version of the ritual recounts (1. 161) its 
fifth and last mouth-washing. 73 At this point, the priest recites the second 
su-illa prayer ‘Pure statue, perfected for the great ‘me”, resp. ‘Pure 
statue, perfected in awesome radiance’ (alam.ku me.gal su du 7 .a resp. 
alam.ku m.gal su du 7 .a), 74 the incipit suggesting the perfection of the 
statue. In the context of the mouth-opening rite the incantation speaks of 
ritual activities not mentioned in the ritual tablets: 

114. Pure water, bathing-water he sprinkled on your (i.e. the statue’s) 
head, 

115. with pure oil of being created he touched your mouth. 


72 A similar oath is preserved in F. Thureau-Dangin, Rituels Accadiens (Paris, 1921), 22 
Rev. 3f (VAT 8022) and W.20030/4:24f, translated in TUAT II.2, 235. 

73 It is possible to reconstruct a mouth-washing in the gap of the 11. 82-87 and in the lost 
part at the end of the Nineveh version. According to this proposal, seven mouth-wash¬ 
ings would have been performed, so that the number fourteen (cf. the Babylon version) 
would have been halved in the Assyrian version without the loss of the magical num¬ 
ber seven. 

74 Both incantations seem to be identical. The text is preserved in Rm 224 iii, K2969+ iii, 
Sin 290 ‘Obv.’ l’-5’ (= Walker, Material , 80). For a translation of the Textus com- 
positus (Rm 224 iii etc. Section B resp. C) see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quel- 
lenband XXIXf. The numeration of the lines is based on the reconstruction of the text 
currently being prepared by C. Walker. 


WASHING THE MOUTH 


63 


The incantation tablet goes on to mention the performance of another 
purification rite with the participation of a ‘scapegoat’ (1. 116). 75 The 
mouth-washing, wiping ( takpertu ) and whispered prayer ( lihsu ) at the 
end of the incantation tablet, have to be linked with the ritual tablet 1. 
163. The content of the following lihsu is preserved in the Nineveh ver¬ 
sion (11. 165. 167-171). The priest whispers into the right ear of the 
statue: 

165. Y[ou] are counted [with the gods], your [brothers. 

Then he turns to the left of the image and whispers: 

167. [From today] may your destiny be [coun]ted as divinity, and 

168. [with the gods,] your [brothers you are counted. 

169. Approach [the king who knows your instruction]! 

170. Approach [your temple which ...]! 

171. [Towards the land where you were cre]ated be well disposed! 

The whispered prayer of the priest suggests that the transfer of the 
image’s perceptive and vital functions, and its integration into the divine 
community have now been completed. What still has to be done is the 
determination of the statue’s destiny and its contact with its future part¬ 
ner and realm. The new god shall turn towards the temple, the land, and 
towards the king who appears directly after the birth of the image as the 
first and direct partner of the god and as mediator between him and 
humankind. According to the ritual tablet, the rite of separation and the 
assertory oath of the craftsmen take place at this point. Since the image 
is now a heavenly creature, endowed with all human senses, the priest 
changes his place and stands now (for the first time) before the new god 
(1. 187) talking directly to him with the following three su-illa prayers: 

1. ‘As you come out, as you come out in greatness ...’ (e.a.zu.de 
MIN gal.a [...]) 76 (1. 188) proclaims again the supernatural origin of the 
statue (11. 1-8) and asks the image to be the good lamassu of its temple 
and to stay there permanently (11. lOf). These lines announce that the god 
will soon contact his temple and take over his realm. He is supported by 


75 For the function of a scapegoat within a purification or an elimination rite see 
Janowski, Siihne, 211-215; D. P. Wright, The Disposal of Impurity. Elimination Rites 
in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature (SBLDS 101; Atlanta, 1987), 
15-30, 60-74; Maul, Zukunftsbewaltigung, 98. 

76 For the text numbers and the translation of the Textus compositus (K2445+ etc.) of this 
incantation see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellenband XXXIf with n. 66. The 
numeration of the lines is based on the reconstruction of the text being prepared by C. 
Walker. For K2946 (join with K2445+) see Walker, Material , 102f. K3472:5’-10’ = 
Walker, Material , 137, may be a short version. 
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the Sungod taking responsibility for his ‘true decisions’ (1. 12). The next 
lines recount the mouth-opening of the statue carried out by Asalluhi 
and his priests, Ea’s lifting of the image’s head, the completion of the 
new deity and the activation of the god’s vital functions, and add no fur¬ 
ther facts. 

2. Unfortunately the text of the fourth su-illa prayer ‘Statue bo[m] in 
a pure place ...’ (alam ki.ku.ga.ta u.[tu.ud.da ...]) (1. 189) is not pre¬ 
served. 

3. ‘Statue bo[m] in heaven ...’ (alam an.ne ii.[tu.ud.da ...]) 77 
(1. 190). For the last time, the priest starts his incantation by recalling 
that the birth of the statue had taken place in heaven and in the moun¬ 
tains. In contrast to the earlier prayers, which referred to the father of the 
image (Ea), the text in question now invokes the names of the mothers 
involved, and because the image came from the mountains, we hear the 
name ‘Tigris, mother of the mountain’ (1. 25) and ‘Belet-ill or Ninhur- 
sag, mother of the land’ (1. 27). Tigris’s task was to provide pure water 
(for the mouth-washing?), while it was the mother goddess Belet-ill who 
raised the statue onto her lap. Unfortunately the state of the text’s 
preservation does not allow us to reconstruct the function of Nintu, also 
introduced to us in her role as mother of the image (1. 58). The follow¬ 
ing section (11. 29ff) deals with the purity of the statue, the lifting of its 
head by the apkallu -priest of Ea (1. 34) and the responsibility of Samas 
for the true decision of the new god (1. 35). The subsequent lines (11. 
36ff) give an impression of what could be expected of the divine pres¬ 
ence in the temple: endowed with divine radiance, the new god would 
be the usumgallu (of his land?), sitting on his throne, the latter being 
regarded as the embodiment of the bond between heaven and earth. By 
entering into the temple the new god became the ruler and keeper of the 
country over which he reigned from a seat connecting the two cosmic 
realms. The 11. 4Iff concern the temple, the purpose of which was to 
delight its god, to be a house of ‘selected directions’ and to provide the 
god with everything his heart desired. In 11. 60ff the statue is then asked 
to take its place within its sanctuary, to stay there permanently and to be 


77 For the text numbers and the translation of the Textus compositus (K2445+ etc.) of this 
incantation see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, Quellenband XXXIII-XXXV with 
n. 68. The numeration of the lines is based on the reconstruction of the text being pre¬ 
pared by C. Walker. LI. 59-65 have already been published in Walker, Material , 103f 
(Col. ii 1 ’-13’); K3472:ll’-16’ = Walker, Material , 137, is a short version. For 
Ki. 1904-10-9, 64 ii (11. 62-65) see T. J. Meek, Some Bilingual Religious Texts, AJSL 
35 (1918/19), 134-144, esp. 137f. 
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the temple’s good lamassu. The plea for the establishment of the temple 
cult leads up to the request to the gods Sin, Enki and Ninki to incorpo¬ 
rate the new god into their love, so that his integration into the divine 
community is perfect. 

After the priest had recited the su-illa prayers, his attention turned (cf. 
the ritual tablet) to the incantations addressed to the image’s regalia. 
They announce that the investiture of the god will take place in the 
orchard. The image is provided with arms/the sceptre (1. 191?), clothes 
(1. 192), the crown (1. 193) and the throne (1. 194), so that it can be seen 
in full regalia during the whole procession through the city. The 
enthronement and the investiture of the image can be understood as the 
transfer of the ‘me’ to the new deity. 78 Since the statue was considered 
to be their bearer, it is plausible that it received them during its conse¬ 
cration. The investiture may be seen as a rite d’agregation designed to 
bestow upon the image its social status as an active and full member of 
the divine community. 

The following (1. 195) wta£/:w-incantation ‘Go, do not tarry, heroic 
man, Samas, go, do not tarry!’ (gin.na na.an.gub.be.en ur.sag sul d utu 
gin.na na.an.gub.be.en) 79 which has to be recited in three different ver¬ 
sions is not addressed to the new god but to the Sungod; this explains 
why it is not ‘an appeal to the god to descend from heaven where he 
was bom and ‘participate’ in the image’ 80 (this had already been 
accomplished), but rather a call to Samas to enter the ritual place and 
take part in the subsequent activities. The second version of this incan- 


78 For the ‘me’ see J. J. A. van Dijk, Sumerische Religion, Handbuch der Religions- 
geschichte 1 (ed. J. P. Asmussen, J. Laessoe & C. Colpe; Gottingen, 1971), 431-496, 
esp. 440-442; B. Alster, On the Interpretation of the Sumerian Myth ‘Inanna and 
Enki’, ZA 64 (1975), 20-34, esp. 33f n. 33; G. Farber-Fliigge, Der Mythos ‘Inanna und 
Enki’ unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung der Liste der me (Studia Pohl 10; Rome, 
1973), passim; eadem, me, RLA 7 (1987-1990), 610-613. For the relationship between 
clothes, jewellery, insignia and power, see W. R. Sladek, Inanna’s Descent to the 
Netherworld (Baltimore, 1974), 103-239, with the interpretation of D. Katz, Inanna’s 
Descent and Undressing the Dead as a Divine Law, ZA 85 (1995), 221-233, esp. 224f; 
Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder, 18-22, esp. 19. 

79 For the text numbers and the translation of the Textus compositus (K2445+ etc. 66ff) 
see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder , Quellenband XXXVIIIf with n. 75. The numera¬ 
tion of the lines is based on the reconstruction of the text being prepared by C. Walker. 
For the transliteration of Ki. 1904-10-9, 64 ii and iii, Rm 379+ iii and iv see Walker, 
Material , 104f. 

80 So Jacobsen, Graven Image, 27; similarly Dietrich, Werkstoff, 122. Jacobsen’s inter¬ 
pretation of the catchline ‘Tarry not in Heaven’ (followed by Dietrich & Loretz, 
Jahwe, 33; Dietrich, Werkstoff, 122; Podella, Lichtkleid , 125) depended on Smith, 
The Babylonian Ritual, 39, and 46:56 (an.na; but already Walker, Material , 104: 
gin! .na) and is obsolete. 
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tation is addressed to the image’s own god and to the Sungod, whose 
duty was to calm the heart of the new god. Samas also had the task of 
requesting the statue to enter into its sanctuary (K2445+ etc. Section 
B3-5): 

3. ‘Sit down (on) your throne!’, may he (= Samas) sa[y to you]. 

4. ‘Lay down (in) your bed! may he sa[y to you]. 

5. ‘Calm down (in) your temple! [may he say to you]. 

The Sungod and his wife Aya (1. Bl) were the mediators who initiated 
the contact of the new god with his land and his temple. After the meet¬ 
ing with the Sungod, the image embarked on the task of ruling its 
realms. Although no mention is made of it in the ritual tablets, it could 
be that the priest also removed the cloth covering the image’s face 
before the recitation of the su-illa prayer ‘As you come out’ (1. 188). 81 
Since the sun was the first thing the statue would see, the Sungod was 
obviously the best medium to mediate between the god of the new statue 
and the earth. 

The ritual tablet (11. 197ff) finally instructs the priest to enter the ritual 
circle, to recite the third version of the ki’utukku-pxayex and to disman¬ 
tle the ritual arrangements of the gods. The Nineveh version breaks off 
here so that the entry of the statue into the temple can only be recon¬ 
structed with the help of the Babylonian version. 

Babylon (11. 37-59) 

The Babylonian version diverges only slightly from the Nineveh ritual 
instructions. It omits the offerings for the gods of the craftsmen and the 
god represented by the image, as also the purifications and mouth-wash¬ 
ing mentioned in the Nineveh version after the incantation ‘Ea, Samas 
and Asalluhi’ (here 1. 47). Following the recitation of ‘On the day when 
the god was created’, the Babylonian version also continues with a 
mouth-washing and the next su-illa prayer ‘Pure statue, perfected for the 
great ‘me” (1. 48), followed by a purification rite and a whispered prayer 
(1. 49). The craftsmen stand with their tools before their patron gods, and 
their hands are symbolically cut off with a wooden knife. They then 
swear that they did not participate in the creation of the statue; any con¬ 
nections of the image with the earthly world are thus broken (rite of sep¬ 
aration). A special feature of the Babylonian version is the opening of 


81 This might be indicated by the fact that the Babylonian version refers to the eye-open¬ 
ing of the statue (1. 53) before the recitation of the incantation. 
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the statue’s eyes 82 (1. 53), followed by the recitation of the three long su- 
illa prayers (quoted above) in front of it. After the incantations for the 
regalia of the image and the three ki'utukku -prayers to the Sungod, the 
priest removes the ritual apparatus set up in the garden. 

(7) Procession from the Orchard to the Gate of the Temple - Baby¬ 
lon (11. 59f) 

The following procession-incantations announce that the statue leaves 
the orchard and sets out on a hazardous journey 83 with all its inherent 
dangers of pollution. The incantations ‘Foot passing over the ground, 
foot passing over the ground [in a pure place]’ (gir.ki.bal MIN 
[ki.ku.ga]; 1. 59) and ‘As he (= Asalluhi) walked through the street’ 
(e.sir.ra gin.a.ni.ta; 1. 59) 84 secure the way of the image until it reaches 
its sanctuary; they are supported by the ritual actions of the priest who 
uses the holy water in the basin to cleanse the city, the streets and the 
temple. It is likely that the new god passed through a gate when he left 
the orchard, and it is conceivable that in Babylon the name of this gate 
erected at the exit of the garden was, in fact, the ‘Gate at the Garden’s 
Edge’ or the ‘Gate of the Trenches’ (see above). 

(8) At the Gate of the Temple - Babylon (1. 60) 

An offering is made at the gate of the temple and the image crosses the 
threshold that divides the city from the temple. 

(9) Procession from the Gate to the Holy of Holies - Babylon (11. 60f) 

While the god enters the Holy of Holies, the incantation ‘My king, to 
your heart’s joy’ (lugal.mu sa.du 10 .ga.zu.se) 85 calms his heart and 
implores him to rejoice. This incantation announces the consequences of 
the deity entering into the temple: the god shall stay in his house where 
he will receive his daily food (11. 35-37) and enjoy the company of a 
good guardian spirit (1. 38). Since the mouth-washing ritual leads the 

82 D. Freedberg, The Power of Images. Studies in the history and theory of response 
(Chicago and London, 1989), 85f, refers to the significance of the eyes of divine 
images (indicating life) within consecration rites. 

83 There is no evidence in the ritual tablets (or in the royal inscriptions) to support the 
idea that the ‘Uberfiihrung der neuen Kultstatue in den neuen Tempel mit dem kos- 
mischen Geschehen des Sonnenlaufs verglichen wird’, contra Podella, Lichtkleid , 176. 

84 For both incantations see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder , Quellenband XLf with 
nn. 80f. See also Walker, Material , 105, 124ff; Walker & Dick, Induction, Text No. 4. 

85 For this incantation see Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder , Quellenband XLIf with n. 82. 
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image from the steppe as peripheral region through the city and into the 
temple, as the nucleus of purity and order, it is plausible that the ‘inter¬ 
nal logic’ of the ritual is determined by the transition from the periphery 
to the centre, from the dangerous area to the secure, where the ritual 
ends with the deity’s enthronement. 

( 10 ) Holy of Holies/Abode - Babylon (11. 61-65) 

In the Holy of Holies the image, endowed with all senses and divine 
powers, arrives at the place of its rights (offerings) and obligations 
(preservation of life and (divine) order, the pronouncement of oracles 
etc.). The image is seated in the cella and begins to reign over its realm. 
This is the purpose of the subsequent enthronement of the statue which 
is accompanied by different incantations concerning the abode, the 
throne and the paraphernalia of the deity and completed by the four¬ 
teenth mouth-washing and some purification rites. The ritual ends at 
night when the priest hands over the paraphernalia to the new god. 

( 11 ) To the Quay of the Apsu - Babylon (11. 65f) 

The priest cleanses the procession route from the temple to the quay. 

3. Summary and Final Interpretation 

The ritual comprises three stages: 

1. The stage of preparations with numerous purifications and the rit¬ 
uals before and/or for Ea; the incantations are often addressed to the god 
of the artisans who dominates the scene (‘Ea-section’; Nineveh 11. 1-94; 
Babylon 11. 1-12). The image is led into a ‘paradigmatic threshold situa¬ 
tion’ before Ea, liberated from its earthly past and joined with the Apsu 
and the gods of craftsmanship. This part of the ritual takes place in the 
workshop and at the river bank. It contains: 

1. Kultmittelbeschworungen 

2. Incantations concerning the purification of the priest 
2a. <Short incantation to the statue> 86 

3. Incantations concerning the purification of the statue 

4. Non-identified incantations to Ea 
4a. <Short incantation to Ea> 


86 The brackets indicate that the text of the incantation is preserved in the ritual tablet of 
the Nineveh version. 
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[The Babylonian version starts here with Kultmittelbeschworungen 
and the preparations for the holy water basin. The Assyrian version has 
already described the preparations for the whole ritual in 11. 1-54 and can 
therefore dispense with further activities in this direction.] 

2. The mouth-opening in its strict sense, including the investiture of 
the divine image; the incantations are addressed primarily to the statue 
or the Sungod, who dominates the occasion (Nineveh 11. 95-203; Baby¬ 
lon 11. 12-59 (‘[Ea-Asalhihi]-Samas-section’). The image is led into the 
‘paradigmatic threshold situation’ before the Sungod. After the integra¬ 
tion of the statue into the divine community during the night, the vivifi- 
cation of the image and the determination of its destiny follow the next 
morning. Several rites of separation annul the earthly origin of the new 
god. Samas acts as mediator between the statue and its realm. This part 
of the ritual takes place in the orchard, and comprises: 

1. An incantation for the purification of the priest (?) 

2. Some (non-identified) incantations to Samas and Ea and a Namburbi 

3. Su-illa prayers for the mouth-opening of a god 
3 a. <Short whispering-prayer to the statue> 

4. Oath of the craftsmen 

5. Incantations for the regalia of the investiture 

6. Ki’utukku to the Sungod 
(End of the Nineveh version) 

3. The enthronement in the temple; the incantations are addressed to 
the statue, the throne and the paraphernalia. (Babylon 11. 59-65, ‘Tem¬ 
ple-section’). The image is introduced to its realm. This part of the ritual 
takes place in the sanctuary and contains: 

1. Incantations to accompany processions 

2. Incantations for the enthronement of the image in the temple 
Another three-step-structure has been discerned by Peg Boden fol¬ 
lowed by Michael B. Dick. Relying on the Babylonian version, Dick 87 
interprets the mouth-washing ritual as a rite de passage with 1. a ‘pre- 
liminal stage’ (11. 1-13), 2. a ‘liminal stage’ (11. 13-45) 88 and 3. a ‘post- 
liminal stage’ (11. 46-65). Boden prefers the following structure: 89 Status 


87 Walker & Dick, Induction, 18ff. 

88 This division of lines is hardly convincing. The image is not yet ready to pass over to 
the next stage (post-liminal stage) in 1. 45. Several activities of the priest and the gods 
are still necessary. LI. 46-54 (resp. 59) are surely part of the transformation of the 
statue. 

89 Letter dated March 10, 1995.1 wish to thank P. Boden and M. B. Dick for their kind¬ 
ness in allowing me an insight into their (unpublished) work. 
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I (11. 1-8), rite of separation (11. 8-13), status II (11. 13-41), rite of final 
transition (11. 41-57), status III (11. 57-65). 

The structure suggested by Boden 90 seems to be problematical 
because she divides the text into separate units, without considering the 
immanent structure clues contained in it. The location changes, the 
request for procession, the instruction to make a new offering apparatus 
or to dismantle the old one, all indicate that one stage of the ritual has 
been completed and another one has begun. The structure proposed by 
Boden never coincides with such a change of place or the ritual instruc¬ 
tions for the priest. As a matter of consequence, she separates sections of 
the ritual which actually belong together, and links ritual activities 
which take place in separate ritual scenes. It means that Peg Boden is 
forced to ignore the immanent structure of the ritual in order to delineate 
the three phases that correspond with the classical structure of a rite of 
transition. In her efforts to support her hypothesis that the mouth-wash¬ 
ing ritual belongs to this type of rite she tries to prove that the linear 
sequence of separation, transformation and affiliation occurs only once 
in the whole ritual; the basis of her idea is that the mouth-washing ritual 
is meant to change the quality of the image which starts as a mere mate¬ 
rial object and ends as a god. This starting point seems to be question¬ 
able since it is not evident that the image assumes a completely different 
quality by virtue of the ritual itself. It was ‘god’ both before and after the 
mouth-washing ritual. The difference was that it had shed its terrestrial 
origin and was only a creation of those gods who had already partici¬ 
pated in its fabrication in the workshop; after the ritual, the statue dis¬ 
posed of all its perceptive and vital functions, could then exercise its 
divine powers and thus be integrated into its divine and earthly social 
context. It seems, in any case, hardly possible that the separation, trans¬ 
formation and affiliation aspects of the mouth-washing ritual could have 
been spread over three different, separate and successive stages. The rit¬ 
ual tablets show that the rites of separation etc. were performed repeat¬ 
edly in order to intensify their efficacy. That is why, for instance, the 
elimination of witnesses to the natural origin of the statue took place at 
the river bank, in the orchard, and was recalled in several incantations. 91 


90 Since Dick’s interpretation (letter dated March 13, 1995) is based on P. Boden’s 
thesis, it seems appropriate to discuss her ideas. For a detailed analysis of her thesis see 
Berlejung, Theologie der Bilder , 227-232. 

91 The four su-illa prayers for the opening of the mouth of a god repeatedly mention 
separation (from its natural origin), transformation (activation of the senses) and 
affiliation into the new life. 


WASHING THE MOUTH 


71 


The structure proposed in this study tries to follow the immanent hints 
of structure (change of place, time, persons or offering arrangements) 
and interpretation (incantations, recitations, prayers) in the text, which 
results in a carefully structured ritual consisting of three parts. Each part 
has its own purpose and contains rites of separation, transformation and 
affiliation and cannot, therefore, be interpreted as just one rite of transi¬ 
tion. Undoubtedly the rite de passage- theory, supplying the pattern of 
transition, transformation and affiliation is helpful and can be used for 
the interpretation of several sections of the ritual. But the attempt to 
press the whole ritual into this linear sequence and to simplify the 
actions in order to make them correspond to a certain pattern is prob¬ 
lematic. 

To summarize, the aims of the mouth-washing ritual consist in: 

1. Securing of the image’s perfect purity (mouth-washing). 

2. Annihilating all traces of the work of the human craftsmen 
and consolidating the supernatural origin of the image. 

3. Activating the image’s senses (mouth-opening). 

4. Determining the image’s destiny. 

5. Integrating the new god into the community of his divine brothers. 

6. Transferring the ‘me’ to their bearer. 

7. Leading the image into its realm. 

It was not the purpose of the mouth-washing ritual to link the image 
for the first time with its deity. Because the statue was created as a 
cooperative act between the gods (including the god of the new image) 
and the human craftsmen in the workshop, the relationship between 
statue and deity rested, from the start, on the participation of the god 
in the image and vice versa. That is why the statue was designated as 
‘god’ right at the beginning of the mouth-washing ritual and was 
treated as a person even before the transfer of the perceptive and vital 
functions had taken place. The elimination of the human involvement 
in the fabrication of the statue during the mouth-washing ritual, left a 
perfect, purified and exclusive connection between god and image; 
this connection had already been established, but not in this measure 
and quality. The making of an image and its mouth-washing (resp. 
mouth-opening) were inseparably linked. They formed the theoretical 
and theological basis on which all predications of the god’s presence 
were based. 

The mouth-washing ritual consolidated (but did not constitute) the 
connection between god and image (vertical plane) and guaranteed the 
deity’s (in the shape of its image) participation in the rituals of the tern- 
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pie. The mouth-washing ritual activated the statue’s perceptive and vital 
functions and established its contact with the world (horizontal plane). 
The image was able to perceive what happened, to react, reign, commu¬ 
nicate and consume. The ritual thus enabled it to become the pure 
epiphany of its god and to be a fully interacting and communicating 
partner for the king, the priests and the faithful. 


IN SEARCH OF YHWH’S CULT STATUE IN 
THE FIRST TEMPLE 1 

Herbert Niehr 


1. Introduction 

One of the almost unquestioned presuppositions of the cult in the First 
Temple is contained in its alleged aniconism. This view of an aniconic cult 
in the Jerusalem Temple which implies that Yhwh was exclusively repre¬ 
sented by the empty cherubim throne and not by a statue, is still shared by 
most Bible scholars. 2 Bearing in mind what we know from other ancient 
Near Eastern cults, however, the presumed aniconism would actually have 
been very uncommon. Ancient Near Eastern cult practices were usually 
performed in front of a statue, a cult image or a symbol of a deity and there 
is no reason to assume that the cult of the First Temple deviated from the 
predominant ancient Near Eastern practice. Before asserting that the First 
Temple cult did not follow the pattern prevailing in the surrounding civili¬ 
sations, relevant evidence has to be adduced; the alleged exception to the 
rule has to be demonstrated and cannot only be claimed. 

Another flaw evident in the research, is the fact that the prohibition of 
cult statues and divine images in Israel and Judah has been given much 
more attention by Bible scholars than the question of what cult statues 
and divine images were and whether there were theological alternatives 
to them. Most scholars have failed to see that the critique or the prohibi¬ 
tion of cult statues and divine images, presupposes their existence. 
Within an aniconic religion, such critique and prohibition would have 
been pointless. 

1 This article is based on my inaugural lecture at the University of Tubingen (25.1.1993) 
and on a lecture at the University of Copenhagen (6.3.1997). Earlier drafts of the man¬ 
uscript have been read and commented upon by B. Becking (Utrecht), T.N.D. Mettinger 
(Lund), A. Reichert (Tubingen) and Th. Seidl (Wurzburg). I am indebted to K. van der 
Toom (Leiden) for inviting me to contribute to this volume and to S. Guide and D. 
Kuhn for their help in preparing the final draft. 

2 Cf. e.g. R. Albertz, Religionsgeschichte Israels in alttestamentlicher Zeit 1 (Gottingen, 
1992), 101.199; T.N.D. Mettinger, No Graven Image? Israelite Aniconism in Its 
Ancient Near Eastern Context (Lund, 1995), 16f.139.167f; Th. Podella, Das Lichtkleid 
JHWHs (Tubingen, 1996), V.2.37.88.160.164.186.267. 
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The central role of cult statues and divine images or symbols in the 
temple service of ancient Near Eastern cultures surrounding Israel has 
been established by a host of studies. Those who deny the existence of 
Yhwh’ s statue in the cult of the First Temple have the charge to demon¬ 
strate how Yhwh could have been present in this temple, and how the 
temple service would have worked, without such a statue. In fact, Oth- 
mar Keel and his school have collected massive evidence for the exis¬ 
tence, the importance and the influence of all kinds of images through¬ 
out the history of Israel and Judah. 3 

On the basis of these data, several Bible scholars feel that the time has 
come to change the premises. As a working hypothesis we should claim 
the existence of a ‘normal’ ancient Near Eastern cult, even in the case of 
Jerusalem. Such a cult implies the existence of a cult statue of Yhwh as 
the main god venerated in the Temple of Jerusalem. This article collects 
and discusses the evidence for a Yhwh statue in the First Temple. 

As most of these clues are presented by Old Testament texts, we have 
to consider its special position as a possible historical source. It has to be 
stressed that the Old Testament is a secondary source of information on 
the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Only for the post-exilic period can it 
be taken as a primary source. Furthermore, we have to bear in mind that 
in religious affairs especially the Old Testament has a strong ideological 
bias. It gives us no history of religion, as we understand it today; bibli¬ 
cal history cannot simply be retold or taken at face value by today’s his¬ 
torians. 4 Our religio-historical evaluation of texts relating to the cult of 
the First Temple, therefore, has to be very cautious. One always has to 
reckon with distortions, corrections and biases, as far as the religio-his¬ 
torical past of Israel and Judah is concerned. 

One important example of distortions calling for special consideration 
here, is given with the damnatio memoriae ; indeed, one of its most bla¬ 
tant victims was the Yhwh temple of Samaria which is not mentioned in 
the Old Testament because of its rivalry with the Yhwh temple of 
Jerusalem. There is no doubt that there was a Yhwh temple in Samaria, 
both because Samaria had a royal palace and also because it was the cap¬ 
ital of Israel. Furthermore, the mention of yhwh smrn (‘Yhwh of 


3 Cf. e.g. O. Keel e.a., Studien zu den Stempelsiegeln aus Palastina/Israel I-IV (Freiburg/ 
Gottingen, 1985-1994); S. Schroer, In Israel gab es Bilder (Freiburg/Gottingen, 1987). 

4 Cf. Ph.R. Davies, In Search of ‘Ancient Israel’ (Sheffield, 2 1995); H. Niehr, Some 
Aspects of Working with the Textual Sources, Can a ‘History of Israel’ be Written? 
(JSOTSup 245 = European Seminar in Historical Methodology 1; ed. L.L. Grabbe; 
Sheffield, 1997), 156-165. 
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Samaria’) in the inscriptions of pithos A in Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, is also pri¬ 
mary evidence attesting to the existence of this temple. 5 


2. The Temple as the ‘House of God’ 

Similar in this respect to other ancient Near Eastern temples, the Temple 
of Jerusalem is referred to both in epigraphic 6 and Old Testament 
sources 7 as ‘house of God’ or ‘house of Yhwh’. This locution implies 
that gods dwelt in their temples as humans did in their houses. In this 
regard, Israel and Judah are no exception to the rule, as is shown in locu¬ 
tions referring to Yhwh’s dwelling occurring in Old Testament texts and 
in the Elephantine papyri. 8 

From the times of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah (ca. 950-586 
BCE) onward, there are no traces of the idea of Yhwh living in heaven. 
What we do have from the 8th century BCE onwards, however, are 
traces of Yhwh’s solarization, his conjunction with a host of heaven, his 
commanding of meteorological phenomena and his riding in heaven. 9 
Not once, however, is heaven presented as Yhwh’s habitat. 

Heaven becomes Yhwh’s dwelling place only in the period after the 
exile. This seems to be both a reaction against the destruction of Yhwh’s 
earthly abode, viz. the Temple of Jerusalem, in 586 BCE, and a logical 
continuation of Yhwh’s cosmic powers, a concept which developed 
from the 8th century onwards. 10 The connection between the Temple as 
Yhwh’s earthly dwelling place and the heaven as his celestial abode, 
found in the Old Testament, is also dating from the post-exilic period. 


5 Cf. the text in J. Renz & W. Rollig, Handbuch der althebraischen Epigraphik I (Darm¬ 
stadt, 1995), 61; for the temple in Samaria cf. G.W. Ahlstrom, The Role of Archaeo¬ 
logical and Literary Remains in Reconstructing Israel’s History, The Fabric of History 
(ed. D.V. Edelman; Sheffield, 1991), 116-141, esp. 129-133. 

6 Cf. Renz & Rollig, Handbuch , 192f.382-384. 

7 Cf. for an instructive survey P.-E. Dion, ‘Void! Yahve n’a pas de maison comme les 
dieux ni de cour comme les fils d’Asherah’, ‘Ou demeures-tu? ’ (Jn 1,38). FS G. Cou¬ 
turier (ed. J.-C. Petit et ai; Montreal, 1994), 139-151. 

8 Cf. the survey of the relevant OT passages in M. Gorg, s.v. jsb , TWAT 3 (1977-82), 
1012-1032, esp. 1025-1032; idem, s.v. skn, TWAT 7 (1990-93), 1337-1348, esp. 1344- 
1346 and the survey of the relevant Elephantine papyri in H. Niehr, s.v. ’Ih , TWAT 9 
(forthcoming). 

9 Cf. for these items B. Janowski, JHWH und der Sonnengott, Pluralismus und Identitat 
(ed. J. Mehlhausen; Miinchen 1995), 214-241; H. Niehr, Host of Heaven, Dictionary 
of Deities and Demons (ed. K. van der Toom, B. Becking, P. van der Horst; Leiden, 
1995), 811-814. 

10 Cf. C. Houtman, Der Himmel im Alten Testament (Leiden, 1993), 324-328; R. Bartel- 
mus, samajjim , TWAT 8 (1994-95), 204-239, esp. 209f. 
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Thus an interrelation between worship in heaven and the cult on earth is 
established . 11 

As the temple is the ‘house’ of god, the deity lives in it in much the 
same way as human beings live in their houses. Several consequences 
follow from this theology of a deity dwelling in the temple, which is an 
essentially anthropomorphic mode of speaking about the divine pres¬ 
ence. A deity acts like a human being in his house: i.e. eating, drinking, 
sleeping, washing and dressing, are all part of this pattern of behaviour. 
It is the task of human beings, however, to take care of the deity’s feed¬ 
ing needs and his general well-being. The deity represented in his statue 
has to be provided with food and drink, his servants are there to wake 
him, clothe him and please him by burning fragrant incense. All this is 
minutely regulated by rituals, which can be understood as the social 
interaction between the priests and the divine statue . 12 

3. Aspects of the Ancient Near Eastern Theology of Cult Statues 

Most aspects of the theology of ancient Near Eastern cult statues 
can be gleaned from Anatolian , 13 Mesopotamian , 14 Ugaritic 15 and 


11 Cf. O. Keel, Jahwevisionen und Siegelkunst (Stuttgart, 1977), 51; B. Ego, Im Himmel 
wie auf Erden (Tubingen, 1989), 171; O. Loretz, Gottes Thron im Tempel und Him¬ 
mel nach Psalm 11, UF 26 (1994), 245-270. 

12 Cf. B. Gladigow, Prasenz der Bilder - Prasenz der Gotter, Visible Religion 4-5 (1985- 
86), 114-133. 

13 Cf. H.G. GUterbock, Review of C.-G. von Brandenstein, Hethitische Gotter nach Bildbe- 
schreibungen in Keilschrifttexten (Leipzig, 1943), OrNS 15 (1946), 482-496; idem, Hethi¬ 
tische Gotter und Kultobjekte, Beitrage zur Altertumskunde Kleinasiens 1. FS K. Bittel (ed. 
R.M. Boehmer & H. Hauptmann; Mainz, 1983), 203-217; O.R. Gurney, Some Aspects of 
Hittite Religion (Oxford, 1977), 25-43; M. Popko, Kultobjekte in der hethitischen Religion 
(Warschau, 1978); V. Haas, Geschichte der hethitischen Religion (Leiden, 1994), 489-512. 

14 Cf. A. Spycket, Les statues de culte dans les textes mesopotamiens (Paris, 1968); A.L. 
Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia (Chicago, 1977), 183-198; J. Renger, s.v. Kultbild. A. 
Philologisch, RLA 6 (1980-1983), 307-314; W.W. Hallo, Cult Statue and Divine Image: 
A Preliminary Study, Scripture in Context 2 (ed. W.W. Hallo et al.\ Winona Lake, 1983), 
1-17; H. SchUtzinger, Bild und Wesen der Gottheit im alten Mesopotamien, Gotterbild in 
Kunst und Schrift (ed. H.-J. Klimkeit; Bonn, 1984), 61-80; Th. Jacobsen, The Graven 
Image, Ancient Israelite Religion. FS F.M. Cross (ed. P.D. Miller, et al.\ Philadelphia, 
1987), 15-32; E.M. Curtis, Images in Mesopotamia and the Bible: A Comparative Study, 
Scripture in Context 3 (ed. W.W. Hallo et al.\ Lewiston, 1990), 31-56; M. Dietrich, Das 
Kultbild in Mesopotamien, ‘Jahwe und seine Aschera ’ (ed. M. Dietrich & O. Loretz; 
MUnster, 1992), 7-38; E. Matsushima, Divine Statues in Ancient Mesopotamia: their 
Fashioning and Clothing and their Interaction with the Society, Official Cult and Popular 
Religion in the Ancient Near East (ed. E. Matsushima; Heidelberg, 1993), 209-219; and 
A. Berlejung’s contribution in this volume. 

15 Cf. J.-M. de Tarragon, Le culte a Ugarit (Paris, 1980), 98-112; M. Yon, Steles de 
pierre, Arts et industries de la pierre (ed. M. Yon; Paris 1991), 273-344. 
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Greek 16 sources. The insights into the theology of ancient Near East¬ 
ern cult statues gained from these sources can be transferred to the 
theology of cult statues of Syria-Palestine in which - with the excep¬ 
tion of the Ugaritic religion - such textual sources are missing. 

The basis of the theology of the divine statue all over the ancient Near 
East, was the assumption that a cult statue or a divine symbol is 
absolutely necessary for the presence of a deity in a sanctuary. It was not 
sufficient to build a temple; the deity to whom the temple is dedicated 
had to reside there which again was only possible by means of a cult 
statue, a divine image or a cult symbol. 

After being fabricated by artisans, the statue had to be vivified by 
priests who applied to it the ritual of ‘washing the mouth ’. 17 In order to 
understand the theology of cult statues, the following insight is decisive: 
‘Die Statue des Gottes ist nicht (tote) Statue, Vertretung des Gottes (wie 
die konigliche Beterstatue), sondem sie ist der leibhaftige Gott... ’ 18 This 
explains why the term ‘statue’ is usually omitted before a divine name, 
so that e.g. ‘Ea’ or ‘Marduk’ can stand for the statue of the god in ques¬ 
tion . 19 Thus the relevance of the statue for the cult becomes evident: 

Die Gotterstatue war der Beziehungspunkt aller individuellen... und of- 
fiziellen Kulthandlungen. ... Die Gotterstatue war die Inkamation des 
Gottes; alle Kulthandlungen waren auf das Kultbild hin ausgerichtet: vor 
ihm wurden die Opfer dargebracht, anlaBlich bestimmter Zeremonien 
wurden die Gotterbilder in feierlicher Prozession aus dem Tempel ge- 
flihrt ... 20 

Although the god was present in his cult statue, he could also leave it . 21 
This would occur if a deity had not received the prescribed offerings or 
if the statue had suffered neglect. Offences committed against the deity 
could also provoke the departure of the god from his cult statue. If such 
a statue was removed from a temple (e.g. if enemies had plundered a city 
and robbed the temples of their cult statues), the deity present in the 

16 Cf. W. Burkert, Griechische Religion der archaischen und klassischen Epoche 
(Stuttgart, 1977), 148-154; B. Gladigow, Zur Konkurrenz von Bild und Namen im 
Aufbau theistischer Systeme, Wort und Bild (ed. H. Brunner, et al.\ Munchen, 1979), 
103-122; idem, Prasenz der Bilder; idem, Epiphanie, Statuette, Kultbild, Visible Reli¬ 
gion 1 (1990), 98-121. 

17 Cf. A. Berlejung’s article in this volume. 

18 Renger, Kultbild, 309; cf. also Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia , 184; Jacobsen, 
Image, 22; Curtis, Images, 39-42; Dietrich, Kultbild, 35-37. 

19 Cf. Renger, Kultbild, 309; Jacobsen, Image, 16f. 

20 Renger, Kultbild, 313 and cf. Gladigow, Prasenz der Bilder, 114-116. 

21 Cf. D. Bodi, The Book of Ezekiel and the Poem of Erra (Freiburg/Gottingen, 1991), 
191-212. 
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statue would, in consequence, no longer be present in the temple. The 
statues would then be destroyed or taken to other temples. Theologic¬ 
ally, such a divine departure could be explained as the consequence of 
the god’s anger with his venerators, which had caused him to leave them 
and thereby allowed his cult statue to be surrendered to the enemies. 22 

A forced removal of a deity from his statue could be brought about by 
‘killing’ or damaging the statue. Such acts (also performed on royal stat¬ 
ues) rendered the statue cultically useless because its numinous charac¬ 
ter had been damaged or destroyed entirely. 23 

In the Northwest Semitic religions that were contemporary with the 
Kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the Phoenician and Aramean religions in 
particular, few elements of the theology of cult statues are disclosed as 
explicitly as in the Mesopotamian and Egyptian sources. This is due to 
the epigraphic character of the Phoenician and Aramaic inscriptions; 
they are neither literary nor ritual texts, although some aspects of the 
theology of cult statues can be gained from them. 

Some minor traits are interesting for our topic. After a Phoenician 
temple had been built or restored, the divine statue had to be erected in 
the sanctuary. This is referred to with the phrase ‘I/we caused the deity 
to dwell in it’ (ysb yiphil). 24 In a Punic inscription, a god’s entrance into 
a sanctuary is indicated by the verb bw’ without mentioning the statue, 
but by stating the divine name only. 25 Several Phoenician and Aramaic 
inscriptions mention votive statues or stelae placed in front of the divine 
statues in the temples. 26 

Comparable information can also be obtained perhaps from the Mesha 
inscription. It has been argued that the enigmatic term V7 designates a 
lion postament for a Yhwh statue. 27 The lack of etymological and seman¬ 
tic explanations for this term makes the argument very hypothetical and 
far from certain, but nevertheless interesting in the present context. 


22 Cf. Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia , 184; Jacobsen, Image, 22; Renger, Kultbild, 
314; H. Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur in der Sargonidenzeit (Gottingen, 1972), 
347-354; Schiitzinger, Bild, 76. 

23 Cf. M.A. Brandes, Destruction et mutilation de statues en Mesopotamie, Akk 16 
(1980), 28-41; Th. Beran, Leben und Tod der Bilder, Ad bene etfideliter seminandum. 
FS K. Deller (AOAT 220; ed. G. Mauer & U. Magen; Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 
1988), 55-60; W. Zwickel, Dagons abgeschlagener Kopf (1 Sam V 3-4), VT44 (1994), 
239-249. 

24 KAI 14,16.17; 26 II 17-18; cf. also the Aramaic expression in KAI 214,19. 

25 KAI 137,4-5. 

26 KAI 5,1; 6,1; 43,1-3; 202 A 1 and cf. also the statue from Tell Fekherye (see A. Abou- 
Assaf, P. Bordreuil & A. Millard, La statue de Tell Fekherye [Paris, 1982]). 

27 Cf. G.W. Ahlstrom, The History of Ancient Palestine (Sheffield, 1993), 580. 
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4. Traces of a Yhwh Cult Statue - External Evidence 

There is no primary evidence of a Yhwh cult statue, as far as the First 
and Second Temples of Jerusalem are concerned. This situation is in line 
with the fact that hardly any cult image from an ancient Near Eastern 
temple has been preserved. Cult statues usually consisted of a wooden 
core covered with gold and silver and adorned with precious stones; 
they were thus always prone to violation and looting by enemies and 
invaders. The sacking of the First Temple in 586 BCE did not spare 
Yhwh’s cult statue either. 

One important indication for the existence of cult statues in Samaria, the 
capital of Israel, can be found in primary sources. The Nimrud Prism of 
Sargon II, in its reference to the fall of Samaria in 721 BCE, for instance, 
states in lines 32-33 that among other pieces of booty such as people and 
chariots: ‘... the gods, in which they trusted, as spoil I counted.’ 28 This text 
attests both to the existence of polytheism in Israel, and to the existence of 
divine statues. 29 Among these divine statues was presumably one of Yhwh 
too, because of Samaria’s character as the capital of Israel and Yhwh’s 
position as national deity. The Israelites themselves placed their trust in 
these statues. 30 In this context, it is interesting to note that the Old Testa¬ 
ment also reflects the existence of divine statues and polytheism in Samaria 
(2 Kgs 18:34 LXX; cf. Isa 10:9-11). 31 Further evidence for the existence of 
Yhwh cult images can be adduced from Arad and Elephantine. 

The excavations in Arad show that Yhwh was venerated here in the 
shape of a stela ( [msbh ). This trait, in itself, is not an indication of an ani- 
conic YHWH-cult, because the transition from stelae to cult figurines was 
a fluent one and both cult objects would have been treated theologically 
and ritually in the same manner . 32 

The case of the YHWH-cult in Elephantine is more difficult. One can¬ 
not argue, on the basis of Yhwh’s equation with Bethel in some Ele- 


28 Cf. the Akkadian text and its translation in B. Becking, The Fall of Samaria (Leiden 
1992), 28f. 

29 Cf. B. Becking’s article in this volume. 

30 It is not convincing to deny the existence of a Ywhw cult image in Samaria as e.g. in 
K. Galling (ed.), Textbuch zur Geschichte Israels (Tubingen, 3 1979), 60 note 1 and S. 
Timm, Die Eroberung Samarias aus assyrisch-babylonischer Sicht, WO 20/21 (1989/ 
1990), 62-82, esp. 77, who regards the Assyrian text as a topical interpretatio assy- 
riaca without any fundamentum in re. 

31 Cf. M. Anbar, Kai pou eisin hoi theoi tes choras Samareias , ‘et ou sont les dieux du 
pays de Samarie?’, BN 51 (1990), 7-8. 

32 Cf. C. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism in Context, Bib 11 (1996), 540-549, esp. 543- 
545. 
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phantine papyri, that Yhwh was venerated in the shape of a stela 
( bt’llmsbh ) in Elephantine. This equation arises from the reception of the 
North-Syrian god Bethel in Israel, and from the transfer of this type of 
YHWH-Bethel veneration to Elephantine. 33 Any indications of the cultic 
representation of Yhwh in the temple of Elephantine must remain purely 
hypothetical, because the letters written about the destruction and recon¬ 
struction of this temple make no mention of a Yhwh cult statue. 34 
Yhwh’s presence alone is mentioned in different Elephantine papyri. 35 
The absence of any mention of a Yhwh cult statue may mean that Yhwh 
was represented by a stone stela ( msbh ) which, in comparison with the 
gold and silver vessels, was of no material interest to the spoilers and 
thus survived the destruction of the temple. 36 

As far as the realm of images depicting Yhwh is concerned, several 
aspects have to be remembered here. 

In 1906 G. Dalman published a seal with the inscription ‘Elisha ben 
Gedaljahu’ which showed the figure of an enthroned god. Dalman dated 
this seal to the pre-exilic period. As the inscription names an official of 
the kingdom of Judah as its owner, Dalman interpreted the god as 
Yhwh, the official god of Judah. 37 The iconographic material was later 
enriched by another comparable seal of the 7th century BCE from 
Judah. 38 It is thought that these seals bear the image of a lunar high 
god, 39 and because the seals stem from Judah, it would be reasonable to 
conclude: 

That the two Yahwistic seals may portray Yahweh in his lunar aspect is 
an intriguing possibility. Such a concept is at any rate a plausible one in 
Judah in the seventh century, a time when Sin of Haran enjoyed unprece¬ 
dented prominence ... 40 


33 Cf. K. van der Toom, Anat-Yahu, Some Other Deities and the Jews of Elephantine, 
Numen 39 (1992), 80-101. 

34 Cf. B. Porten & A. Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt 1 
(Jerusalem, 1986), no. 4.7 - 4.10. 

35 Cf. the texts in Niehr, s.v. 7/z, TWAT 9 (forthcoming). 

36 Cf. e.g. the hypotheses presented by A. Vincent, La religion des Judeo-Arameens 
d’Elephantine (Paris, 1937), 324-326.343.369f and by B. Porten, Archives from Ele¬ 
phantine (Berkeley/Los Angeles, 1968), 120; Mettinger, No Graven Image , 131. 

37 Cf. G. Dalman, Ein neugefundenes Jahvebild, PJ 2 (1906), 44-50, as also the critical 
discussion by O. Keel & C. Uehlinger, Gottinnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole (Freiburg 
etc., 1992), 352-355. 

38 Cf. B. Sass, The Pre-Exilic Hebrew Seals: Iconism vs. Aniconism, Studies in the 
Iconography of Northwest Semitic Inscribed Seals (ed. B. Sass & C. Uehlinger; 
Freiburg/Gottingen, 1993), 194-256, esp. 232-234. 

39 Cf. Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 352-354. 

40 Sass, Hebrew Seals, 234. 
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Another possible Yhwh depiction of the pre-exilic period has been 
found in the drawings on pithos A from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud 41 The insight 
that the drawing shows a heterosexual couple rather than two male Bes- 
figures, 42 lends plausibility to the interpretation of the drawings as rep¬ 
resenting Yhwh and his Asherah. 43 

From the post-exilic period there is a coin which shows a god sitting 
on a winged wheel. This coin is dated to the time before 450 BCE. 
Although the god is not identified by name, its Judahite provenance 
makes it likely that the deity represented was believed to be Yhwh. 44 


5. Traces of a Yhwh Cult Statue - Indications Given in the Old 
Testament 

We will now look at the Old Testament texts for reflections or indica¬ 
tions of the existence of a statue in the cult of the First Temple. This 
investigation is facilitated by the fact that there is a whole series of locu¬ 
tions, rituals and prophetic visions which all relate to a divine statue in 
the First Temple and which would be quite incomprehensible without it. 
Even if one does not date these texts to the pre-exilic era, they neverthe¬ 
less contain reflections of an older age. The texts which imply the exis¬ 
tence of a divine statue in the First Temple can be compared to our own 
way of speaking about the ‘rising’ sun. Although being scientifically 
outdated, the locution in itself proves the existence of an earlier geocen¬ 
tric world view. 

In connection with the subject of a Yhwh cult statue, a word should be 
said here about the First Temple as recorded in 1 Kgs 6:1-38. It is open to 
doubt whether or not we should qualify this text as ‘Tempelbaubericht’. 45 
Some Bible scholars argue that it is a later story about the construction of 


41 Cf. the survey of interpretations in P. Merlo, L’Asherah di Yhwh a Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, 
SEL 11 (1994), 21-54, esp. 36-42. 

42 Cf. H. Weippert, Zu einer neuen ikonographischen Religionsgeschichte Kanaans und 
Israels, BZNF 38 (1994), 1-28, esp. 17f. 

43 Cf. B.B. Schmid, The Aniconic Tradition, The Triumph ofElohim (ed. D.V. Edelman; 
Kampen, 1995), 75-105. 

44 Cf. for this view and a competent discussion of the coin D.V. Edelman, Tracking 
Observance of the Aniconic Tradition through Numismatics, The Triumph of Elohim 
(ed. D.V. Edelman; Kampen, 1995), 185-225. 

45 Cf. e.g. Th. Busink, Der Tempel von Jerusalem 1 (Leiden, 1970), 22f; but cf. already 
M. Noth, Konige I 1-16 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 2 1983), 102-104; Noth’s own solution 
‘eine in Worte gefaBte Planung des Tempelgebaudes’ (104f) is not convincing either. 
Cf. against this view K. Rupprecht, Der Tempel von Jerusalem (Berlin, 1976), 22-25. 
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a temple, made up by an author who had never seen the actual building 
himself and who was influenced by details of the Second Temple. 46 The 
description focuses on an ideal, especially when it comes to the represen¬ 
tation of Yhwh. There is no reason to doubt the existence of a cherubim 
throne of the Phoenician type in the First Temple, but it does seem that the 
superhuman height of the cherubim was exaggerated at the expense of the 
Yhwh cult statue originally seated on it. 47 One should not ignore the fact 
that ydseb hakkerubim (‘enthroned over the cherubim’) is the constitutive 
and distinctive title afforded to Yhwh in the cult and theology of the First 
Temple 48 What is important for the ideology of 1 Kings 6-8 is the fact 
that Yhwh’s presence in the temple is expressed in terms of the Deutero- 
nomistic sem- theology, which supposes Yhwh’s abode in heaven (see esp. 
1 Kgs 8:16-32). This is quite obviously an exilic or post-exilic theological 
characteristic. 49 Furthermore, the ark plays a considerable role in this text, 
albeit a very vague one. The impression arises that the cherubim throne, 
the Deuteronomistic sera-theology and the ark, were brought into a coali¬ 
tion in order to conceal the historical presence of Yhwh’s cult statue - 
something no longer tolerable in certain circles after 586 BCE. We thus 
obtain a completely misleading picture of the furnishing of the holy of 
holies in the First Temple and it obscures the role of Yhwh’s cult statue. 

Before we turn to the texts that refer to the cult of the First Temple, 
we should pause to look at the cult of Bethel. In 1 Kgs 12:28f, the Yhwh 
calf image is criticised. The calf, as Yhwh’s divine image, is not only a 
pedestal for an invisible deity, as is so often claimed, but is itself a the- 
riomorphic cult image. ‘Da der Stier das Tier des Wettergottes ist, ist das 
Stierbild eine sachgemaBe Weise, Jahwe darzustellen.’ 50 This is exactly 
what the relevant Old Testament texts suggest. 51 


46 Cf. Rupprecht, Tempel, 22; esp. Ahlstrom, History , 535 with note 4 and J. van Seters, 
Solomon’s Temple: Fact and Ideology in Biblical and Near Eastern Historiography, 
CBQ 59 (1997), 45-57. 

47 Cf. Ahlstrom, History , 534 note 1; O. Loretz, Semitischer Anikonismus und biblisches 
Bilderverbot, UF 26 (1994), 209-223, esp. 217. 

48 1 Sam 4:4; 2 Sam 6:2 (= 1 Chr 13:6); 2 Kgs 19:15 (= Isa 37:16); Ps 80:2; 99:1; cf. 
T.N.D. Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth (Lund, 1982), 19-37; idem, YHWH 
SABAOTH - The Heavenly King on the Cherubim Throne, Studies in the Period of 
David and Solomon and Other Essays (ed. T. Ishida; Tokyo, 1982), 109-138; B. 
Janowski, Keruben und Zion, ‘Ernten, was man sat. ’ FS K. Koch (ed. D.R. Daniels et 
al.\ Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1991), 231-264. 

49 Cf. V.A. Hurowitz, 7 have built you an exalted House’ (Sheffield, 1992), 313-321. 

50 M. Weippert, Geschichte Israels am Scheideweg, TRu 58 (1993), 71-103, 99; cf. also 
Schroer, Bilder , lOOf with note 147; Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 216-219. 

51 Cf. Exod 32; 1 Kgs 12; Hos 13:2. 
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5.1. ‘Seeing the Face ofYHWH’ 

In his influential book ‘ Das Angesicht Gottes schauen ’ nach biblischer 
und babylonischer Aufassung, published in 1924, F. Notscher demon¬ 
strated that the formula ‘to see the face of god’ is influenced by ancient 
Near Eastern court ceremonies. Notscher showed in detail that the 
phrase ‘seeing the face of the king’ meant that one was admitted into the 
presence of the king. 52 In the religious realm, the formula ‘to see the face 
of a god’ meant to visit the cult place where the divine statue was dis¬ 
played for all to see. 53 In applying this formula to Israel, however, 
Notscher makes a remarkable restriction: ‘Anzeichen, da6 man sie auf 
ein Kultbild bezogen habe, ergeben sich, soweit die Jahwereligion in 
Betracht kommt, nirgends.’ 54 And furthermore he asserts that: 

Jahwe sieht man dort (sc. in the sanctuary) im Sinne des Babyloniers in 
Wirklichkeit mit Augen nicht, seine Gegenwart ist nur eine unsichtbare; 
sein Bild ist dortselbst nicht vorhanden. Im A.T. haben wir somit densel- 
ben sprachlichen Ausdruck wie in der babylonischen Religion, aber nicht 
die Sac he dafiir . 55 

As the Israelite religion was hostile towards cult statues and divine 
images alike, only the phrase itself rather than its cultic background, 
could have been used by the Israelites. 56 

Notscher’s argumentation is only acceptable if one assumes that there 
simply could not have been a Yhwh cult image in Jerusalem. If one does 
not share this premise, however, Notscher’s arguments lose their 
cogency, in that he claims to know all about the cultic reality that pre¬ 
vailed in Judah, without furnishing any proof of it. 57 

In the wake of Notscher’s theory, further attempts have been made to 
explain the locution of seeing Yhwh’s face, without resorting to the 
existence of a real cult statue in the First Temple. Scholars have sug¬ 
gested a visio beatifical a theophany, 59 or an experience of divine 


52 Cf. F. Notscher, ‘ Das Angesicht Gottes schauen ’ nach biblischer und babylonischer 
Auffassung (Darmstadt, 1924 = 1969), 87f. 

53 Cf. Notscher, Angesicht, 88f. 

54 Notscher, Angesicht, 87. 

55 Notscher, Angesicht, 89. 

56 Cf. Notscher, Angesicht, 89f. 

57 Cf. for a critique of Notscher’s position also O. Loretz, Gottes Thron in Tempel und 
Himmel nach Psalm 11, UF 26 (1994), 245-270, esp. 258-261.265 with notes 92 and 
93. 

58 Cf. M. Dahood, Psalms I. 1-50 (Garden City, 1966), 71.99f.e.a. 

59 Cf. M.S. Smith, ‘Seeing God’ in the Psalms: The Background to the Beatific Vision in 
the Hebrew Bible, CBQ 50 (1988), 171-183. 
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help. 60 Against all these explanations, however, Gunneweg has correctly 
stressed that: 

Schon die groBe Zahl solcher Vorkommen, die vom Hinwenden, Zeigen, 
Sehen, Verbergen usw. des Angesichtes Gottes sprechen, steht der An- 
nahme entgegen, dies sei in Israel rein figurlich gemeint . 61 

As the existence of a divine image in the First Temple is inconceivable 
for most Bible scholars, they tend to reject the most simple and most 
plausible explanation of the phrase ‘to see the face of Yhwh’, i.e. the 
existence of a divine statue . 62 

Ps 17:15 shows that it really was possible for Israelites to gaze at a 
cult statue of Yhwh. 

3 ny bsdq 3 hzh pnyk 
3 sb'h bhqys tmwntk 

As for me, I shall behold your face in righteousness, 

when I awake, I shall be satisfied with beholding your form (RSV) 

The parallelism of pnym ‘face’ and tmwnh ‘visible figure’ 63 can only be 
explained logically by relating it to a divine statue of Yhwh standing in 
the Temple. 64 A clear parallel is given in Num 12:4 in which Moses is 
granted the privilege ‘to see the form of Yhwh’. 65 This can also be 
explained solely by assuming the existence of a Yhwh cult statue in the 
holy of holies. It has recently been shown that Yhwh’s tmwnh has to be 
interpreted as the solarized Yhwh who rises in the morning. 66 There is 
no contradiction in seeing Yhwh’s statue and the rising sun to the east of 
the Temple as a symbol of jurisdiction in the morning. 67 

The same reality lies behind Ps 63:3: 

kn bqds hzytyk Ir’wt ‘zk wkbwdk 

So I saw you in the sanctuary to look upon thy power and glory (NEB) 


60 Cf. H.F. Fuhs, Sehen und Schauen (Wurzburg, 1978), 272-276. 

61 A.H.J. Gunneweg, Bildlosigkeit Gottes im Alten Testament, Henoch 6 (1984), 257- 
270; see now idem, Sola Scriptura 2 (Gottingen, 1992), 55-65, here 62. 

62 Cf. the critique in O. Loretz, Ugarit und die Bibel (Darmstadt, 1990), 212f. 

63 Cf. C. Dohmen, Das Bilderverbot (Konigstein-Bonn, 1985), 216-223; Schroer, Bilder, 
335-337; Smith, Seeing God, 181; E.-J. Waschke, s.v. tmwnh , TWAT 8 (1994-95), 
677-680. 

64 Cf. Loretz, Ugarit , 213f. 

65 Cf. M.C.A. Korpel, A Rift in the Clouds (Munster, 1990), 9If; but cf. against an early 
date of this text H. Schmid, Die Gestalt des Mose (Darmstadt, 1986), 7If. 

66 Cf. Podella, Lichtkleid, 196-200. 

67 Cf. Podella, Lichtkleid , 160. 
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Here again, the most simple and natural explanation lies in the assump¬ 
tion of the vision of Yhwh’s cult statue. This becomes especially clear 
when one looks at the attempts made to introduce the ark into this 
psalm. 68 

If we pursue this track, we find other examples in the psalms. The 
upright will see Yhwh’s face (hzh pnym , Ps 11:7), the worshipper wants 
to ‘gaze on the loveliness of the Lord’ (Ihzwt bn‘m yhwh ) and ‘to inquire 
in his temple’ (bqr bhykl , Ps 27:4) and ‘to see the bounty of the Lord’ 
( Ir’wt btwb yhwh , Ps 27,13). According to Ps 42:3, the worshipper 
wants to see the face of God (r’h pny ’Ihym) and Ps 84:8 allows the pil¬ 
grims to see the Lord of gods in Zion (r’h 7 ’Ihym bsywn). 69 

The question still remains, however, as to who among Yhwh’s venera¬ 
tors were allowed to gaze upon his cult statue, bearing in mind that it 
probably stood in the holy of holies of the Temple. The psalms originated 
among the cultic personnel employed in the Temple; that is to say, they 
come from circles afforded more or less unimpeded access to the Temple. 
It would have been impossible for ordinary citizens to behold Yhwh’s cult 
statue, but public processions of the divine statue were arranged instead. 

At the end of this paragraph, it is perhaps worth taking a side glance 
at the situation in Samaria, where the contact of the worshippers with 
Yhwh’s divine image was closer. This is implied by the ‘kissing the 
calves’ reproach in Hos 13:2, which suggests that there was direct con¬ 
tact between the worshippers and Yhwh’s bovine statue. 

5.2. Processions with the Statue 

Processions or even journeys of cult statues, divine images, or symbols 
are known from Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Emar and Ugarit. 70 The exis¬ 
tence of processions as an important element of the temple cult in Judah, 
can be proved on the basis of several texts. 71 Processions bearing a 
Yhwh cult statue are referred to in two psalms, for instance. 


68 Cf. e.g. Mettinger, Dethronement , 121. 

69 Cf. these texts in Smith, ‘Seeing God’. 

70 Cf. R. Boehmer, s.v. Gotterprozession in der Bildkunst, RLA 3 (1957-71), 479-480; A. 
W. Sjdberg, s.v. Gotterreise A. Nach sumerischen Texten, RLA 3 (1957-71), 480-483; 
H. Otten, s.v. Gotterreisen B. Nach hethitischen Texten, RLA 3 (1957-71), 483; de Tar¬ 
ragon, Culte, 98-112; D. Fleming, The Installation of Baal’s High Priestess at Emar 
(Atlanta, 1992), 117-119; B. Pongratz-Leisten, Ina sulmi irub. Die kulttopographische 
und ideologische Programmatik der akitu-Prozession in Babylonien und Assyrien im /. 
Jahrtausend v.Chr. (Mainz, 1994). 

71 Cf. 1 Sam 4-6; 2 Sam 6; Ps 24; 48:13-15; 68:25f; 100:2-5 and cf. also the proces¬ 
sions of alien gods in Isa 45:20; 46:7; Jer 10:5; Bar 6:25. 
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I shall discuss first the phrase wybw’ mlk hkbwd (‘that the king of 
glory may come in’) in Ps 24:7.9. The verb bw’ expresses a physical 
movement of the deity which needs to be explained. Some exegetes refer 
to a procession in which the ark represented Yhwh, i.e. the act of carry¬ 
ing the ark meant that Yhwh himself is entering the temple. 72 Critique 
was raised against such an interpretation of the text, because in Psalm 24 
the ark is not mentioned at all; nor does the ark have sufficient theolog¬ 
ical significance to do duty as the representation of Yhwh. 73 

Although, in the light of this, the conception of a parading of the ark 
has to be abandoned, the concept of a procession still stands. There is 
only one possibility within ancient Near Eastern cults for the coming of 
a god in a cult procession. He enters his sanctuary, or his city, in the 
shape of a divine statue, image or symbol. 74 Against an application of 
this interpretation to Psalm 24 it cannot adduced that the Psalm gives no 
explicit indication of such a divine image or statue. 

As the cult image represents a deity in Babylonian texts, ‘Marduk’ 
e.g. stands for the statue of Marduk. 75 If ancient Near Eastern rituals 
apply a verb of movement to a divine name, it means that the statue of 
the relevant deity has or has to be moved; this interpretation is valid for 
Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Emar, Ugarit and Phoenicia. 76 

Such an uncontested interpretation of Mesopotamian, Hittite, Emar, 
Ugaritic and Phoenician ritual texts should also be valid for the under¬ 
standing of Old Testament texts. It is clear, therefore, that the most con¬ 
venient explanation of wybw’ mlk hkbwd in Psalm 24, lies in the 
assumption of a procession bearing Yhwh’s cult statue. By comparison 
with this allusion, the cultic reality of a procession is reflected more 
clearly in Ps 68:25f: 

r’w hlykwtyk ’Ihym 
hlykwt ’ly mlky bqds 

Thy procession, o God, comes into view, 

the procession of my God and King into the sanctuary (NEB) 


72 Cf. H.-J. Kraus, Psalmen 1-59 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1989), 343046-348; J. Jeremias, 
Das Konigtum Gottes in den Psalmen (Gottingen, 1987), 60-62; M. Metzger, 
Konigsthron und Gottesthron (Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1985), 362f. 

73 Cf. H. Spieckermann, Heilsgegenwart (Gottingen, 1989), 88-96.205; O. Loretz, 
Ugarit-Texte und Thronbesteigungspsalmen (Munster, 1988), 268; B. Janowski, Das 
Konigtum Gottes in den Psalmen, ZTK 86 (1989), 389-454, esp. 435f. 

74 Cf. the literature given in note 70. 

75 See for references above paragraph 3. 

76 Cf. e.g. de Tarragon, Culte , 98f; Pongratz-Leisten, Ina sulmi irub , 149-190; Haas, 
Geschichte , 762; Fleming, The Installation of Baal’s High Priestess , 230-239. 
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The worshippers watched the procession of Yhwh from the Temple 
precinct. This psalm also makes no mention of an ark procession, 77 but 
rather pictures a procession bearing the cult statue within the temple 
precinct, accompanied by singers and musicians. 

The main motive behind such processions as alluded to in Psalms 24 
and 68, may have been the wish to enable all its worshippers to actually 
see the Yhwh statue. Another possibility could be that it centred on the 
annual purification of the holy of holies for which purpose the Yhwh 
statue was removed from the temple and taken to another place, a pro¬ 
cedure celebrated by means of a procession. 78 

5.3. The Feast of Yhwh's Ascension to the Throne 

The celebration of the feast of Yhwh’s ascension to the throne in the 
Jerusalem Temple cult, is asserted on the basis of new research on texts 
such as Psalms 47; 93; 95; 96-99. 79 Without the existence of a Yhwh 
cult statue, however, such a feast could not have been realized. One text 
offering proof of the statue’s ascension is Ps 47:6.9: 

7/z ’Ihym btrw‘h 
yhwh bqwl hswpr (...) 

’Ihym ysb 7 ks’ qdsw 

God has gone up with shouts of acclamation, 
the lord has gone up with a fanfare of trumpets (...) 

God is seated on his holy throne (NEB) 

These verses describe a cultic activity, without there being any reference 
to an ascension of the ark, as some authors have suggested. 80 Further¬ 
more, it would be hard to visualize Yhwh seated on his throne in com¬ 
bination with the ark. An explanation of a different kind is the only one 
to do justice to this text. Yhwh’s ascension and enthronement can only 
be realized with a cult statue. When a verb of movement is combined 
with a divine name, it implies a movement of the divine statue. This 
explanation, prevalent in ancient Near Eastern texts, is equally valid for 
Psalm 47. 


77 Contra Jeremias, Konigtum , 77; cf. also Janowski, Konigtum, 434-436. 

78 Cf. K. van der Toom, The Babylonian New Year Festival: New Insights from the 
Cuneiform Texts and Their Bearing on Old Testament Study, VTSup 43 (1991), 331- 
344, esp. 341. 

79 Cf. e.g. Mettinger, Dethronement , 67-77; P. Welten, Konigsherrschaft Gottes und 
Thronbesteigung, VT 32 (1982), 297-310; Janowski, Konigtum, 424-446; Loretz, 
Ugarit-Texte; Van der Toom, New Year Festival, 339-343. 

80 Contra Jeremias, Konigtum , 57f; cf. Janowski, Konigtum, 428-433. 
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5.4. Offerings and Libations for Yhwh 

The cult statue is normally presented with offerings and libations. 
According to ancient Near Eastern conceptions, the provision of the 
deity with food and drink is indispensable if the sustained presence of 
the deity in the temple is to be ensured. The concept of caring for 
Yhwh 81 is attested at places which understood offerings as nourishment 
{Ihm) for Yhwh. 82 Libations were also important elements of Yhwh’s 
cult. 83 

This care and feeding of Yhwh is especially highlighted in the so- 
called ‘shewbreads’ of the Jerusalem Temple cult. These breads were 
designated as Ihm (h)pnym in the Hebrew text 84 and laid at Yhwh’s feet 
in the sanctuary. They have to be interpreted as remnants of a meal orig¬ 
inally offered to the deity. 85 The deposition of the shewbreads is to be 
understood as an act of feeding the deity present in the cult statue. 
Within the cult of the First Temple, the shewbreads corresponded to the 
fact that the Temple was conceived of as the ‘house of God’ ( byt 
’Ihym ). 86 The shewbreads would have had no purpose if there had been 
no Yhwh cult statue practice. That is why the original sense of divine 
provision should not be abandoned too quickly in favour of interpreting 
it as a communion meal between Yhwh and Israel. 87 

The mention of the shewbreads in the cult of the Second Temple 88 
intimates these offerings were still deemed to be indispensable for safe¬ 
guarding the divine presence. In the light of these reflections, the old 
crux interpretum of translating mnh ’ht y pym in 1 Sam 1:5 is solved. It 


81 Cf. the surveys in M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford, 
1972; repr. Winona Lake, 1992), 191-193; M. Haran, The Complex of the Ritual Acts 
Performed Inside the Tabernacle, ScrHier 8 (1961), 272-302; idem, The Divine Pres¬ 
ence in the Israelite Cult, Bib 50 (1969), 251-267; idem, Temples and Temple-Service 
in Ancient Israel (Oxford, 1978), 205-229. 

82 Lev 3:11.16; 21:6.8.17.21f; 22:25; Num 28:2.24; Ezek44:7; Mai 1:7.12; cf. Korpel, 
Rift, 418-424; A. Marx, Familiarite et transcendance, Studien zu Opfer und Kult im 
Alten Testament (ed. A. Schenker; Tubingen, 1992), 1-14, esp. 6-13. 

83 Gen 35:14; Exod25:29; 29:40f; 37:16; Lev 23:13.18.37; Num4:7; 6:15.17; 15:24; 
28-29; 1 Sam 7:6; 2 Sam 23:16; cf. C. Dohmen, s.v. nsk, TWAT 5 (1984-86), 488- 
493; R. Gane, ‘Bread of the Presence’ and Creator-in-Residence, VT 42 (1992), 179- 
203, esp. 183-190. 

84 Exod 25:30; 35:13; 39:36; 1 Sam 21; 1 Kgs 7:48; 2 Chr 4:19; cf. W. Dommers- 
hausen, s.v. Ihm , TWAT 4 (1982-84), 538-547, esp. 543f. 

85 Cf. Dommershausen, s.v. Ihm , 545. 

86 Cf. Haran, Presence, 254f; Gane, ‘Bread of the Presence’, 182f. 

87 Contra Dommershausen, s.v. Ihm , 545. 

88 Lev 24:5-8; Neh 10:34; 1 Chr 9:32; 1 Macc 1:22, 2 Macc 1:8 and the shewbread 
tables on the relief of the arch of Titus in Rome. 
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has been argued correctly that the expression means ‘Anted des 
Angesichts’, although the justification of this translation is not com¬ 
pletely satisfying. 89 The term designates a special portion of the offering 
deposited before the divine statue. The fulfilment of this rite was a spe¬ 
cial honour afforded to Hannah by her husband. 

Apart from the provision with food and drink, the cult image or statue 
was also the object for which incense was burned 90 and which was 
adorned with clothing and jewellery. Some passages in the Old Testa¬ 
ment say that Yhwh is clothed: Isa 6:1 mentions the fringes of Yhwh’s 
garments; Ezek 16:8 the clothing of Yhwh; Dan 7:9 the garment of the 
Olden One; and Isa 63:1-3 the blood-stained garments of Yhwh. Ps 
60:10 and 108:10 list Yhwh’s sandals. 91 Allusions to jewels adorning 
Yhwh’s cult statue and his throne are made in Exod 24:10 and Ezek 
1:22.26; 10:1. The clothing of Yhwh is further reflected in the 
metaphorical expressions which mention such things as clouds, justice, 
strength and light, as Yhwh’s clothes. 92 

The original Sitz im Leben of this anthropomorphic mode of speaking 
about Yhwh is evident in the cult surrounding his statue in the First 
Temple . 93 

5.5. Prophetic Visions 

The prophetic visions of the Old Testament attest to an interesting devel¬ 
opment in the concept of seeing Yhwh. 94 

In pre-exilic times, Micaiah ben Imlah (1 Kgs 22:19) and Isaiah (Isa 
6) gave explicit accounts of seeing Yhwh on his throne. 95 Following the 
destruction of the Temple, Ezekiel was only able to gain a faint impres¬ 
sion of Yhwh’s shape (Ezek 1; 10), and during the early post-exilic 
period Zechariah saw in his vision a cult symbol rather than a divine 


89 Cf. H.W. Hertzberg, Die Samuelbiicher (Gottingen, 61982), 12.16. 

90 Cf. K. Nielsen, Incense in Ancient Israel (Leiden, 1986); R. Clements, s.v. qtr , TWAT 
7 (1990), 10-18; W. Zwickel, Raucherkult und Rauchergerate (Freiburg/Gottingen, 
1990). 

91 Cf. Korpel, Rift, 364.367f; Podella, Lichtkleid, 4-7. 

92 Isa 51:9; 59:17; Ps 18:12ff; 65:7; 93:1; 97:2-3; 102:27; 104:If; cf. H. Brongers, 
Die metaphorische Verwendung von Termini fiir die Kleidung von Gottem und Men- 
schen in der Bibel und im Alten Orient, Von Kanaan bis Kerala. FS J. van der Ploeg 
(ed. W.C. Delsman et al .; Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1982), 61-74, esp. 61f; Korpel, 
Rift, 368f; Podella, Lichtkleid, 6f. 

93 Contra Podella , Lichtkleid, 160. 

94 Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 348f. 

95 Note the difference between this and the Yhwh vision in Amos 9:1. 
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image or statue, viz. the seven-branched menorah , which, according to 
the interpretation of the angel in Zech 4:14, was a representation of the 
deity. It took several more centuries before Daniel saw a divine form in 
his vision (Dan 7:9-14). 

These different visions of Yhwh must not be isolated from the status of 
the prevailing Jerusalem Temple cult. Isaiah 6 makes this clear for the 
pre-exilic visions, because the prophet’s vision is explicitly located in the 
Temple (although the text offers no detailed insight into the interior of the 
sanctuary as such). After the destruction of the Temple and the loss of the 
Yhwh statue, the deity was hardly recognizable (see Ezekiel 1 and 10), 
whilst the vision in Daniel 7 echoes the older prophetic reports. 

The prophetic visions of the pre-exilic period offer clear indications of 
the existence of a cult statue in the First Temple. The visions of Micaiah 
ben Imlah and Isaiah cannot be reconciled with the hypothesis of an 
empty cherubim throne. 

A clear departure from anthropomorphically inspired YHWH-visions 
can be seen in the book of Zechariah. According to Zechariah’s vision, 
the seven-branched menorah fulfilled the function of a cult symbol of 
Yhwh’s presence in the Second Temple. In fact, the symbol of the 
menorah 96 alone should be understood as proof of the existence of an 
earlier divine statue. The menorah replaces a cult statue of Yhwh, 
destroyed or removed during the plundering of the First Temple in 586 
BCE. It is significant that the seven lamps of the menorah were regarded 
as ‘Yhwh’s eyes’ (Zech 4:10b) 97 and that the menorah itself stood for 
Yhwh (Zech 4:14). 98 This intimate connection between Yhwh and the 
menorah becomes especially clear when one considers the role of the 
cultic lamp in ancient Near Eastern temples, the purpose of which was to 
make the divine image shine. 99 After the divine statue had disappeared 
from the First Temple, the lamp remained and assumed the function of 
the divine statue itself as Zech 4:10-14 intimates. 


96 Cf. Keel, Jahwe-Visionen, 274-320; H. Weippert, Siegel mit Mondsichelstandarten aus 
Palastina, BN 5 (1978), 43-58; C. Meyers, s.v. mnwrh, TWAT 4 (1982-84), 981-987; 
Keel & Uehlinger, GGG , 340-352; J. Voss, Die Menorah (Freiburg/Gottingen, 1993). 

97 Cf. Keel, Jahwe-Visionen, 274015-317; F.J. Stendebach, s.v. ‘jn, TWAT 6 (1987-89), 
31-48, esp. 46. 

98 Cf. R. Hanhart, Sacharja (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1994), 263-268.276-282. 

99 I am indebted to K. van der Toom who drew my attention to this important aspect. For 
literature dealing with this topic cf. K. Deller, Die Hausgotter der Familie Sukrija S. 
Huja, Studies on the Civilisation and Culture of Nuzi and the Hurrians , (FS E. R. 
Lacheman; ed. M. A. Morrison & D. I. Owen; Winona Lake, 1981), 47-76, esp. 62- 
73; K. van der Toom, From her Cradle to her Grave (Sheffield, 1994), 40-42. 
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6. The Situation in the Second Temple 

The data discussed so far show that it makes better sense to accept the 
existence of a Yhwh cult statue, rather than to assume that the cult in the 
First Temple was aniconic. Only by assuming the existence of a Yhwh 
cult statue can the theology of the temple be really explained as the house 
of god with its implications of dwelling and provision, the locution ‘see¬ 
ing the face of Yhwh’, as well as the practice of processions, the ascen¬ 
sion of Yhwh to the throne, the shewbreads and the divine visions of the 
pre : exilic and exilic periods. If the existence of a Yhwh cult image is 
contested, all these terms and expressions will lack their fundamentum in 
re , and thus be reduced to nothing more than rhethorical conventions. 

Furthermore, the assumption of a cult statue is the only thesis that fits 
the character of the Jerusalem Temple as an ancient Near Eastern tem¬ 
ple. How otherwise would Yhwh be present in his sanctuary if not by 
virtue of his statue? 

After the conquest and destruction of Jerusalem and its palace-temple 
acropolis, Yhwh’s cult statue was lost. The possibility of Yhwh’s pres¬ 
ence in Jerusalem, therefore, could no longer be taken for granted, in the 
same manner as it had been before. The reports about the plundering of 
the First Temple in 586 BCE make no mention of Yhwh’s cherubim 
throne (2 Kgs 25:13-17; Jer 52:17-23). It is possible that it had already 
been robbed of its gold, together with Yhwh’s cult statue, during the 
first siege of Jerusalem in 587 BCE (2 Kgs 24,13). The verb qss used in 
this text means ‘to cut up’ or ‘to chop to pieces’, and may in fact refer 
to the removal of the golden layers. 100 The kly zhb mentioned here are 
the cultic vessels of the Temple. 101 Babylonian texts show that divine 
statues could be robbed of their gold, 102 and that after such damage the 
image was no longer suitable for use in the cult. 

If there had been only an empty cherubim throne in the First Temple, 
its spoliation would have caused far less trouble for the exilic and post- 
exilic cults. A cherubim throne, either destroyed or robbed, could easily 
have been replaced by a new one, because the throne itself had no divine 
qualities. It seems, however, that the destruction of the Temple in 586 
BCE implied more than the destruction of an empty throne. Because his 
statue had been damaged, destroyed or stolen, Yhwh’s presence in 


ioo cf. Mettinger, Dethronement , 61; W. Thiel, s.v. qss, TWAT1 (1990-93), 105f. 
id cf. K.-M. Beyse, s.v. klj, TWAT 4 (1982-84), 179-185, esp. 184f. 

102 Cf. the literature given in note 23. 
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Jerusalem was no longer possible, and it meant that a new theology of 
Yhwh’s presence had to be developed. 

While the pre-exilic texts about Yhwh’s presence in the Jerusalem 
Temple are characterized by the dominance of the title Yhwh Sabaoth , 103 
which qualifies Yhwh as being enthroned on the cherubim throne, 104 
exilic and post-exilic texts witness to an almost complete eclipse of this 
epitheton. This eclipse was compensated for by two new locutions 
which emphasized Yhwh’s presence in the Temple: the sem-\hto\ogy of 
the Deuteronomistic circles and the kabod- theology of the priestly cir¬ 
cles. The connection between the eclipse of the title Yhwh Sabaoth and 
the rise of the sem- and kabod- theologies has been recognized and stud¬ 
ied by T.N.D. Mettinger. 105 

The sem-theo\ogy of the Deuteronomistic circles as testified in 
Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History, compensates for the 
concept of a deity present in his own cult statue. This original concep¬ 
tion was no longer viable after 597 or 586 BCE, so that the book of 
Deuteronomy denies the visibility of Yhwh’s tmwnh (Deut 4:12.15f). 
The conception of the sera-theology is that Yhwh is enthroned in heaven 
and has chosen a place on earth for his name to dwell. Yhwh is thus pre¬ 
sent on earth by virtue of his name. The sem can be understood as a 
hypostasis of the deity. 106 With the help of this hypostasis, the question 
of the presence of the deity in its cult statue was solved in a new way. 107 

The kabod- theology of the priestly school, found in the book of 
Ezekiel and in the Priestly Document, is different because of its close link 
to the Temple and because it recognizes the concept of a divine throne, 
albeit in a modified form. Yhwh’s kabod fills the Temple for ever, 108 and 
according to this model, it replaces the missing cult statue. The ‘artisan’ 
tradition in Exod 33ff therefore refers only to the construction of the 
sanctuary and the instruments, 109 with no word about the production of a 


103 Cf. Mettinger, Dethronement, 12-15. 

104 Cf. Mettinger, Dethronement , 19-37; idem, YHWH SABAOTH; Janowski, Keruben. 

105 Cf. Mettinger, Dethronement, 15.38.59-66.80.111-114. 

106 Cf. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy , 191-209; Mettinger, Dethronement , 38-79.129-132; B. 
Janowski, ‘Ich will in eurer Mitte wohnen’, JBTh 2 (1987), 165-193, esp. 173-186; 
M. Keller, Untersuchungen zur deuteronomisch-deuteronomistischen Namenstheolo- 
gie (Weinheim, 1996). 

107 Cf. esp. Keller, Untersuchungen , 153-164; for the rivalry of picture and name of a 
deity cf. Gladigow, Konkurrenz, esp. 108f.ll5f. 

108 Cf. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy , 200-206; Mettinger, Dethronement , 80-115; Janowski, 
‘Ich will in eurer Mitte wohnen’, 168-173; Podella, Lichtkleid, 212-226. 

109 Cf. A. Berlejung, Der Handwerker als Theologe, VT 46 (1996), 145-168, esp. 154- 
160. 
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cult statue because it had already been replaced by the kabod. According 
to Ezek 1:26-28, the kabod ‘is described as having a human form’. 110 In 
contrast to the more abstract sem-theology, the kabod- theology uses the 
concept of the divine form. 111 During the post-exilic era, the Temple was 
also referred to as the ks’ kbwd , the ‘throne of glory’ (Jer 17:12f). 112 

There is one further element contained in the Priestly Document of the 
Pentateuch which is important for the question of alternatives to the 
divine statue of the First Temple. There is a relationship between cre¬ 
ation and temple, which is clearly visible in the literary conception of the 
Priestly Document. 113 It seems, however, that not only are the creation 
of the world and the construction of the temple interrelated, but that even 
humans, the crown of creation, enjoy their counterweight in the inven¬ 
tory of the temple. 

Gen 1:26 is relevant to the question that concerns us here, and can 
only be understood against the background of an ancient Yhwh statue. It 
is remarkable that after the destruction of the First Temple (which pre¬ 
ceded the post-exilic priestly document), man is regarded as the statue of 
God. We are told in Gen l:26f that man is created according to God’s 
slm and dmwt. 114 Here the terms slm and dmwt are used as synonyms 
denoting a ‘statue’. 115 Humans were thus created to be the living statues 
of the deity. 116 The ritual of vivifiying the cult statue was transferred to 
man in Genesis 2. 117 There was no further need of a divine image 

110 Weinfeld, Deuteronomy , 201; cf. especially Keel, Jahwe-Visionen, 125-273; Met- 
tinger, Dethronement , 103-106; C. Dohmen, das Problem der Gottesbeschreibung im 
Ezechielbuch, Ezekiel and his Book (ed. J. Lust; Leuven, 1986), 330-334; Podella, 
Lichtkleid , 200-207. 

111 Cf. Mettinger, Dethronement , 123f. 

112 Cf. M. Metzger, ‘Thron der Herrlichkeit’. Ein Beitrag zur Interpretation von Jer 
17,12f, Prophetie und geschichtliche Wirklichkeit im alten Israel. FS S. Herrmann 
(ed. R. Liwak & S. Wagner; Stuttgart, 1991), 237-254. 

113 Cf. M. Weinfeld, Sabbath, Temple and the Enthronement of the Lord - The Problem 
of the Sitz im Leben of Genesis 1:1-2:3, Melanges bibliqes et orientaux en Thonneur 
de M. Henri Cazelles (ed. A. Caquot & M. Delcor; Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 
1981), 501-512; E. Zenger, Gottes Bogen in den Wolken (Stuttgart, 1983), 170-175; 
P. Weimar, Sinai und Schopfung, RB 95 (1988), 337-385; B. Janowski, Tempel und 
Schopfung, JBTh 5 (1990), 37-69. 

114 Cf. also Gen 5:1.3; 9:6 and for the history of exegesis G.A. Jonsson, The Image of 
God (Stockholm, 1988). 

115 Cf. the use of the terms in lines 1.12.15.16 of the Aramaic inscription from Tell 
Fekherye in Abou-Assaf, Bordreuil & Millard, Statue , 23f. 

116 Cf. Zenger, Bogen , 84-96; A. Angerstorfer, Hebraisch dmwt und aramaisch dmw(t), 
BN 24 (1984), 30-43; M.S. Smith, Divine Form and Size in Ugaritic and Pre-exilic 
Israelite Religion, ZAW 100 (1988), 424-427, esp. 426f; Podella, Lichtkleid , 252-259. 

117 Cf. for a post-exilic date of this text E. Otto, Die Paradieserzahlung Gen 2-3: Eine 
nachpriesterschriftliche Lehrerzahlung in ihrem religionshistorischen Kontext, ‘Jedes 
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because Yhwh dwelt amongst the people, 118 and humans represented 
Yhwh, as a statue would have done so before, in the cult of the First 
Temple. 

Against the background of the sem- and kabod- theologies, one might 
easily conclude that there was no cult statue at all in the Second Temple. 
But this question cannot simply be answered in the negative. We could 
surmise that the sem- and kabod- theologies were merely ideologies and 
that the rituals practised in the Second Temple were not centered around 
such kinds of theology which are furthermore excluding each other. 

Zechariah’s visions constitute a programmatical hieros logos for the 
construction of the Second Temple necessary to sustain the continuity 
between the First and the Second Temples. 119 The picture of the meno- 
rah representing Yhwh which emerges in the fifth vision (Zech 4:1-14), 
demonstrates that in some theological circles the Second Temple could 
not be imagined without a cult symbol. The vision of the menorah which 
occurred before the dedication of the Second Temple, can be connected 
with the priestly data for the construction of the sanctuary according to 
which a menorah must be placed in front of the holy of holies (Exod 
25:31-40). The priests had to take care of the menorah each day, a pro¬ 
cedure reminding us of the daily caring for the cult statue. 120 

In this context the table with the shewbreads is an important indica¬ 
tion that food was also provided for the deity in the Second Temple. 121 

So far, nothing has yet been said about the holy of holies in the Sec¬ 
ond Temple, because the menorah is situated in front of it, and its func¬ 
tion as a cultic symbol for Yhwh’s presence is explained, above all, in 
the context of a prophetic vision prior to the dedication of the Second 
Temple. Whether the menorah of the Second Temple really was 
intended to symbolize Yhwh’s presence in the sanctuary, remains as yet 
unclear. 

The claim of a complete emptiness of the holy of holies in the Second 
Temple is based mainly on a text of Josephus (Bell. V 5,5,219). It should 
not, however, simply be taken at face value, as most scholars have 
done, 122 because Josephus is formulating within the context of a refuta- 


Ding hat seine Zeit FS D. Michel (ed. A.A. Diesel et al.\ Berlin-New York, 
1996), 167-192 and for aspects of a statue C. Uehlinger, Eva als Tebendiges Kunst- 
werk’, BN 43 (1988), 90-99. 

118 Cf. Janowski, ‘Ich will in eurer Mitte wohnen’. 

119 Cf. K. Seybold, Bilder zum Tempelbau (Stuttgart, 1974), 107. 

120 Cf. Haran, Complex of Ritual, 277f.289; Meyers, mnwrh, TWAT 4, 985. 

121 Cf. Haran, Complex of Ritual, 278f.289. 

122 Cf. e.g. Th. Busink, Der Tempel von Jerusalem 2 (Leiden, 1980), 1174-1178. 
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tion of anti-Jewish polemics. 123 Neither Old Testament sources nor later 
texts from the rabbinic period support the claim. Some scholars even 
advocate the existence of a divine image in the holy of holies of the Sec¬ 
ond Temple, 124 which may perhaps have been kept there until the Has- 
monean period, viz. until the re-dedication of the Temple in December 
164 BCE when it was removed because of its Hellenistic associations. 125 
This is in accordance with an insight gained from the realm of numis¬ 
matics: The Hasmonean rulers observed a strict observance of both 
aspects of the aniconic tradition: prohibition against images of deities 
other than Yahweh, and of Yahweh as well’. 126 Thus is seems that only 
from the Hasmonean period onwards we have a general tendency 
towards aniconism in Jewish religion. 


123 Cf. Busink, Tempel, 1174f; K. Hoheisel, Kerube im Zweiten Tempel und die Anfange 
der Kabbala, Vivarium. FS Th. Klauser (ed. E. Dassmann; Munster, 1984), 175-187, 
esp. 176f. 

124 Cf. Hoheisel, Kerube, 175-177.180-187; B.J. Diebner, Anmerkungen zum sogenan- 
nten ‘Bilderverbot’ in der Torah, DBAT 27 (1991), 46-57; idem, Anmerkungen zum 
‘Bilderverbot’ in der Biblia Hebraica, DBAT 27 (1991), 253-270. Cf. also B.J. Dieb¬ 
ner & C. Nauerth, Uberlegungen zur Funktion der sog. ‘Torah-Nische’ der antiken 
Synagoge von Dura Europos, DBAT 25 (1988), 149-172, who interpret the niche in 
this synagogue as an original cult-niche designed to house a cult image. In Dura Euro¬ 
pos, however, the niche has already been transformed into a mihrab to show the direc¬ 
tion of the prayers to Jerusalem. 

125 Cf. Diebner, ‘Bilderverbot’ in der Torah, 49.54; idem, ‘Bilderverbot’ in der Biblia 
Hebraica, 255.259-261. 

126 Edelman, Observance, 222. 
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1. Introduction 

The main concern of this paper is to present a succinct synthesis of 
primary evidence for anthropomorphic cult statuary in Iron Age 
Palestine and to evaluate its relevance for the debate on iconic and/or 
aniconic worship of Yahweh and associated divine entities such as 
‘his Asherah’ in pre-exilic Israel and Judah. A number of recent 
developments in the study of ancient Israel’s and Judah’s religious 
history call for a new examination of the problem. Twenty years after 
the discovery of the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions - which undoubt¬ 
edly gave the most dramatic impetus to the study of Israelite and 
Judahite religious history since the decipherment of the cuneiform 
alphabetic texts from Ugarit - a period of lively discussion on the 
polytheistic roots of ancient Yahwism seems to have come to a cer¬ 
tain pause with the publication of several books of synthesis and ref¬ 
erence works on Israelite and Judahite religious history, all of which 
acknowledge monotheism to be a late feature of Israelite (or rather 

* This article reflects part of a lecture presented at the LISOR symposium in Leiden. My 
thanks go first to Karel van der Toom for his kind invitation which gave me the oppor¬ 
tunity to exchange ideas and hypotheses with a number of esteemed colleagues and 
friends, among them Tryggve Mettinger, Bob Becking, Arie van der Kooij and 
Diederik Meijer. My argument has further benefitted from discussions with Angelika 
Berlejung (Heidelberg), Klaus Bieberstein, and Othmar Keel (Fribourg). Of course, 
these colleagues may only be held responsible for the better parts of the discussion. My 
thanks also to Christoph Blaha and Ines Haselbach for preparing some new drawings, 
and to Benedict T. Viviano (Fribourg) for checking my English. 

1 In matters of terminology, I shall follow Diana V. Edelman’s suggestion to correlate the 
terms Judah-Judahite (10th/9th-6th cent.), Yehud-Judaean (Persian and Hellenistic peri¬ 
ods) and Judaea-Jewish (since Hasmonean times) and to distinguish Yahwisms from 
Judaisms, see her editor’s note in The Triumph of Elohim. From Yahwisms to Judaisms 
(CBET 13; ed. D.V. Edelman; Kampen, 1995), 7.1 shall differentiate, moreover, between 
the biblical ‘Yhwh’ and the religio-historical entities ‘Yahweh’, ‘Yahwism(s)’, etc. 
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Judaean 1 ) religion. 2 They generally agree on seeing Yahwism(s) in Iron 
Age Israel and Judah in terms essentially analogous to other subsets of 
Levantine religion of the 1st millennium BCE, such as Edomite, 
Moabite, Ammonite, Philistine or Phoenician religion, and in recogniz¬ 
ing that much (not all) of the polemic against ‘Canaanite’ and other 
‘pre- or non-Israelite’ customs and beliefs - such as may be found, e.g., 
in Exodus 34, Leviticus 18 or Deuteronomy 12 - reflects tensions 
related to the identity-shaping of the post-exilic ‘citizen-temple-com- 
munity’. 3 More than any other features of Yahwism, however, the pos¬ 
tulate of its essentially aniconic character as early as pre-exilic times, 
although severely undermined by the biblical record itself, 4 seems 
to resist such a critical re-consideration. True, a number of authors 
have recently argued in favour of an iconic cult of Yahweh in pre- 
exilic Israel and Judah; 5 but others still assume that his cult in the so- 
called First Temple of Jerusalem at least, had always been aniconic. 6 
While this latter opinion is not likely to endure for long, it would be 

2 Ancient Israelite Religion. Essays in Honor ofF. M. Cross (ed. P. D. Miller, P. D. Han¬ 
son & S. D. McBride; Philadelphia, 1987); M. Smith, The Early History of God: Yah¬ 
weh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel (San Francisco, 1990); R. Albertz, Reli¬ 
gions geschichte Israels in alttestamentlicher Zeit (ATD Erganzungsbd. 8; Gottingen, 
1992); Ein Gott allein? Jhwh-Verehrung und biblischer Monotheismus im Kontext der 
israelitischen und altorientalischen Religionsgeschichte (OBO 139; ed. W. Dietrich & 
M. A. Klopfenstein; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1994); Dictionary of Deities and Demons in 
the Bible (ed. K. van der Toom, B. Becking & P. van der Horst; Leiden, 1995). Note 
also M. Weippert, Synkretismus und Monotheismus. Religionsinteme Konfliktbewalti- 
gung im alten Israel, Kultur und Konflikt (ed. J. Assmann & D. Harth; edition 
suhrkamp 1612 = edition suhrkamp N.F. 612; Frankfurt am Main, 1990), 143-179. 

3 On this issue, see Ch. Uehlinger, The Canaanites and other ‘pre-Israelite’ peoples in 
story and history, Theology in the Palestinian Context: Contributions to a symposium 
held in Bethlehem on 1-8 October, 1995 (ed. M. Raheb & O. Fuchs; Jerusalem, in 
press). 

4 S. Schroer, In Israel gab es Bilder. Nachrichten von darstellender Kunst im Alten Tes¬ 
tament (OBO 74; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1987), who remained sceptical with regard to 
anthropomorphic images of Yahweh in pre-exilic Israel or Judah but confuses the issue 
as I myself have repeatedly done with that of genuine Yahwistic iconography (‘ein 
unverwechselbares, genuin israelitisches JHWH-Bild’; ibid. 162f). See also Ch. 
Dohmen, Das Bilderverbot: Seine Entstehung und seine Entwicklung im Alten Testa¬ 
ment (BBB 62; Frankfurt am Main, 2 1987), reviewed by this writer in BiOr 46 (1989), 
410-419. 

5 M. Dietrich, O. Loretz, ‘ Jahwe und seine Aschera’: Anthropomorphes Kultbild in 
Mesopotamien, Ugarit und Israel. Das biblische Bilderverbot (UBL 9; Munster, 1992); 
B. B. Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition. On Reading Images and Viewing Texts, The 
Triumph (n. 1), 75-105; and the contributions by B. Becking and H. Niehr in the pre¬ 
sent volume (I wish to thank both authors for having sent me pre-publication drafts of 
their articles). 

6 See recently T. N. D. Mettinger, No Graven Image? Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient 
Near Eastern Context (ConB OT 42; Stockholm, 1995), 16: ‘The suggestion that there 
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premature to imagine that it represents a minority position in con¬ 
temporary scholarship. 

There is a growing awareness among today’s scholars that conven¬ 
tional text-oriented approaches, whether focussing on epigraphical 
sources or on biblical texts, need to be supplemented by archaeological 
evidence and iconographical studies, if a reasonably comprehensive pic¬ 
ture of the historical realities involved is to be produced. 7 Tryggve N. D. 
Mettinger’s important study on the roots of Israelite ‘aniconism’ demon¬ 
strates the promising potential of such a procedure. 8 Fortunately enough, 
and as another fitting case in point, new evidence bearing on iconic cults 
in Iron Age Palestine comes precisely from recent archaeological 
research and prompts the re-evaluation of other long-known, but incom¬ 
pletely understood, iconographical sources. Although we are not yet in a 
position to positively identify representations of the god Yahweh, as 
such, the number of documents attesting to the continuous significance 
of anthropomorphic cult statuary in Iron Age Palestine has considerably 
increased in recent years. The following is a succinct presentation of this 
primary evidence which, in my opinion, should be taken into serious 
consideration in the formulation of any religio-historical theory sur¬ 
rounding ‘iconisin’ or ‘aniconism’. 


2. Primary evidence for anthropomorphic cult statuary in Iron Age 
Palestine 

At the time of writing GGG 9 , when Othmar Keel and the present author 
were studying the evolution of Palestinian iconographical symbol sys¬ 
tems in a kind of ‘duree moyenne’ or conjunctural time perspective, 10 we 

was an image of Yhwh in Solomon’s temple seems out of the question’ and see below, 
n. 18. Th. Podella’s over-generalisation: ‘Israel hatte keine Gottesbilder in Gebrauch’ 
(Das Lichtkleid JHWHs: Untersuchungen zur Gestalthaftigkeit Gottes im Alten Testa¬ 
ment und in seiner altorientalischen Umwelt [FAT 15; Tubingen, 1996], 37) is incom¬ 
prehensible in the light of the overwhelming biblical and archaeological record to the 
contrary. 

7 W. G. Dever, “Will the Real Israel Please Stand Up?” Part II: Archaeology and the 
Religions of Ancient Israel, BASOR 298 (1995), 37-58. 

8 Mettinger, No Graven Image (n. 6); see his contribution in the present volume which 
partly responds to my review in Biblica 11 (1996), 540-549. 

9 O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Gotti nnen, Gotter und Gottessymbole: Neue Erkenntnisse 
zur Religionsgeschichte Kanaans und Israels aufgrund bislang unerschlossener ikono- 
graphischer Quellen (QD 134; Freiburg i.Br., 1992, 3 1995); engl. Gods, Goddesses, 
and their Symbols in Ancient Canaan and Israel (Minneapolis/Edinburgh, in press). 

10 The systematic approach of GGG has misled some readers in their expectations and, 
sometimes, critique. Clearly, our book was not designed as a ‘Religionsgeschichte’ - 
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could not but be impressed by a number of phenomena clearly dis¬ 
cernible in the pictorial sources under scrutiny: 

* Extant anthropomorphic bronze statuary is relatively rare, to say the 
least, during the Iron Age I-II 11 when compared to the evidence of the 
Middle and Late Bronze Ages on the one hand, and the Iron III and 
Persian periods on the other. 12 

* The glyptic material displays a fairly clear tendency to gradually sub¬ 
stitute straightforward anthropomorphic representations of deities with 
icons of blessing (such as suckling animals or scenes of tree worship), 
protection and/or solar symbolism (sphinxes, winged scarabs and 
uraei). 13 

* This tendency seems to be confirmed in a particular way by the icono- 
graphical repertoire of the inscribed Hebrew seals, 14 which attests to 
the minimal interest of the ‘Hebrew seal-cutters’ in the anthropomor¬ 
phic representation of deities. 15 

* The often-noted appearance of cultic symbols, ‘standards’ and the like - 
e.g., the crescent standard of Sin, the spade of Marduk and the stylus of 
Nabu - rather than anthropomorphic deities on seals dating mainly from 
the 7th-6th centuries, demonstrates the potential, at that period, of non- 
anthropomorphic substitutes for divine statuary in actual worship and 
symbolic perception. 16 The phenomenon is confirmed by the find of an 
actual standard at Tell es-Seri‘a. Another iconographical development, 
namely the habit of representing worshippers in adoration rather than 
divine recipients of the cult, 17 may point in a similar direction. 


such as the magnum opus by R. Albertz which appeared at the same time - but as a 
synthetic presentation of a number of ‘new insights’ into that history. A ‘Religions- 
geschichte’ would have required detailed consideration of other archaeological evi¬ 
dence, such as cultic architecture, utensils and paraphernalia, burial practices etc. and 
a systematic attempt at positive or negative correlation with biblical texts. 

11 See generally J. D. Muhly, Bronze Figurines and Near Eastern Metalwork, IEJ 30 
(1980), 148-161. 

12 The two sets of evidence are not homogeneous, since the bronze statuary from the 
Middle and Late Bronze Ages represents a tradition of local manufacture and iconogra¬ 
phy, while the vast majority of later bronzes are either Egyptian imports or items pro¬ 
duced in the southern coastal plain with the help of Egyptian-made moulds. In this 
sense, the late Iron Age and Persian period metal statuary from Palestine seems to con¬ 
firm the relative decline of the local bronzeworking tradition during the Iron Age. - 
Note that GGG did not yet take into account the recent redating of the Ashkelon hoard 
and related bronzes, for which see below 2.4. (p. 129). 

13 GGG §§ 76ff, 87ff, 91ff, 116ff etc. 

14 B. Sass, The Pre-Exilic Hebrew Seals: Iconism vs. Aniconism, Studies in the Icon¬ 
ography of Northwest Semitic Inscribed Seals (OBO 125; ed. B. Sass & Ch. 
Uehlinger; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1993), 194-256. 

15 But note Sass, ibid., 232-237, 244. 

16 GGG §§ 90, 168ff, 183ff; O. Keel, Studien zu den Stempelsiegeln aus PalastinaJIsrael 
N (OBO 135; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1994), 135-202. 

17 T. Oman, The Mesopotamian Influence on West Semitic Inscribed Seals: A Prefer¬ 
ence for the Depiction of Mortals, Studies (n. 14), 52-73; for the wider background 
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These observations led us to infer a general recession, throughout the 
Iron Age II, in the use of figurative anthropomorphism to represent the 
deity. 18 Concluding that anthropomorphic cult statuary apparently had a 
rather poor status in pre-exilic Israel and Judah, we almost naturally 
maintained the traditional idea of Yahweh’s aniconic presence in the 
pre-exilic temple of Jerusalem. 19 

Contradictory evidence did exist, of course, and it was registered and 
commented on insofar as it had reached our attention at that time: extant 
bronze statuettes and their fragmentary remains, 20 anthropomorphic rep¬ 
resentations of deities in ivory, 21 terracotta, 22 faience, 23 and on seals. 24 
Many of these will not be commented upon in the current article since it 
is exclusively concerned with cult statuary. In spite of that considerable 
material basis, however, we kept to our main thesis. Looking back at the 
main trajectories of GGG and its methodology, I think that our interpre¬ 
tation may at times have been too strongly determined by the glyptic 
evidence which clearly predominates the development of the book - and 
understandably so, since GGG had grown out of a long-range research 
project on a corpus of excavated stamp-seal amulets from Palestine/ 
Israel. 25 1 remain convinced that seals should be accepted as ‘guide fos¬ 
sils’ for a history of religious conceptions within a peripheral region 
such as Palestine, where monumental and more precious iconography is 


see ead., The Transition from Figured to Non-Figured Representations in First Mil¬ 
lennium Mesopotamian Glyptic, Seals and Sealing in the Ancient Near East (Bible 
Lands Museum Jerusalem Publications 1; ed. J. G. Westenholz; Jerusalem, 1995), 
39-56. 

18 GGG § 79f, 82, 109, 111, 235, taken up by Mettinger, No Graven Image , 16, 137 (and 
by W. G. Dever in his review of Mettinger in BASOR 302 [1996], 93). 

19 See GGG § 104 and passim. O. Keel further elaborated this idea with reference to Yah¬ 
weh’s solar character and the empty throne tradition in a number of articles; see id., 
Conceptions religieuses dominantes en Palestine/Israel entre 1750 et 900, Congress 
Volume Paris 1992 (VTSup 61; ed. J. A. Emerton; Leiden, 1995), 119-144, esp. 130- 
133; id., Friihe Jerusalemer Kulttraditionen und ihre Trager und Tragerinnen, Zion - 
Ort der Begegnung (BBB 90; FS L. Klein; ed. F. Hahn et al.; Bodenheim, 1993), 439- 
502, esp. 484-496; and also O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Jahwe und die Sonnengottheit 
von Jerusalem, Ein Gott allein? (n. 3), 269-306. 

20 Ch. Uehlinger, Gotterbild, NBL I (1991), 871-892, esp. 885ff; GGG §§ 68, 82. 

21 GGG §§ 121 ff. 

22 Ibid., §§ 57-60, 97f, 124, 190-196. 

23 Ibid., §§ 131, 202. 

24 Ibid., §§ 65-67, 83-87, 95, 114f, 119, 148, 169ff, 178f, 193, 197, 202. 

25 On this, see the introduction by O. Keel, Corpus der Stempelsiegel aus Palastina/ 
Israel: Von den Anfangen bis zur Perserzeit. Einleitung (OBO Series Archaeologica 
10; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1995); id., Corpus (...) Katalog Band I (OBO Series Archae¬ 
ologica 13; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1997). 
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not easily found. 26 I advocate this because they tell an almost continuous 
‘story’ from the Neolithic down to the Hellenistic periods. One must, 
however, ask oneself whether their ‘story’ always fits the questions aris¬ 
ing from a particular religio-historical inquiry. Considering now the 
question of anthropomorphic statuary, which is essentially one of cultic 
practice , one may doubt whether seals and seal amulets are the most per¬ 
tinent iconographic sourcesfor this purpose. 27 Other sources more clearly 
related to the cult are more relevant, especially statuary in various mate¬ 
rials, figurines, cult stands, shrine models, etc. 28 and we shall thus turn 
to them here. This approach has led me to revise some of my earlier 
stated opinions, both as a result of new evidence and on-going research, 
further reflection and interaction with critical reviewers. 29 

2.1. Iron Age I-IIA (ca. 120011150 - late 10th cent.) 30 

Turning now to material evidence, the following finds deserve special 
mention since they may be related, in one way or another, to the worship 
of anthropomorphic representations of a deity: 


26 Cf. GGG § 5; Ch. Uehlinger, Northwest Semitic Inscribed Seals, Iconography and 
Syro-Palestinian Religions of Iron Age II: Some Afterthoughts and Conclusions, Stud¬ 
ies (n. 14), 257-288. 

27 The worship of certain deities, anthropomorphically represented or not, does not nec¬ 
essarily leave a trace in seal iconography. Conversely, the absence of anthropomorphic 
representations of deities or related scenes of worship on seals is no proof for the 
absence of such worship. A change in preferences on the level of glyptic iconography 
cannot be taken to represent a general tendency, let alone to immediately reflect devel¬ 
opments in the cultic sphere, unless similar changes are observed in other media and/or 
confirmed by the archaeological record. 

28 On temples, shrines and open sanctuaries in the archaeology of Palestine, see now 
W. Zwickel, Der Tempelkult in Kanaan und Israel: Studien zur Kultgeschichte 
Palastinas von der Mittelbronzezeit bis zum Untergang Judas (FAT 10; Tubingen, 
1994). 

29 Among the more critical, see H. Weippert, Zu einer neuen ikonographischen Religions- 
geschichte Kanaans und Israels, BZ 38 (1994), 1-28; F. Hartenstein, Der Beitrag der 
Ikonographie zu einer Religionsgeschichte Kanaans und Israels, VuF 40 (1995), 74-85; 
and note Ch. Frevel, Aschera und der Ausschliefilichkeitsanspruch YHWHs. Beitrage 
zu literarischen, religionsgeschichtlichen und ikonographischen Aspekten der Aschera- 
diskussion (BBB 94; Weinheim, 1995), esp. 906ff. 

30 With regard to absolute chronology, the following discussion makes moderate use of 
recent suggestions by I. Finkelstein, The Date of the Settlement of the Philistines in 
Canaan, TA 22 (1995), 213-239; id., The Archaeology of the United Monarchy: an 
Alternative View, Levant 28 (1996), 177-187 to the effect that Iron I-II A dates are 
generally lowered by 50-75 years while Iron II B now aptly fills in the period of ca. 
850-734/720. The details depend on the local stratigraphical sequence. Note A. Mazar, 
Iron Age Chronology: A Reply to I. Finkelstein, Levant 29 (1997), 157-167, and on¬ 
going debate. 
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Metal statuary: 31 bronze statuettes of enthroned gods from Beth- 
Shean (apparently holding a wis-sceptre), 32 Beth-Shemesh (fig . 
1 ), 33 Hazor (fig. 2), 34 and Shechem(?); 35 of a smiting god from 
Megiddo (fig. 3) 36 , and Samaria(?); 37 a bronze fist from Jerusa¬ 
lem, 38 re-used in the late 10th cent, as an amulet but which may ear¬ 
lier have belonged to the cult image (ca. 35-40cm in height) of a 
smiting god. 39 

These statuettes are usually considered to be leftovers from the Late 
Bronze Age, and none of them has been found in a standard cultic 


31 For important methodological considerations, note P. R. S. Moorey & S. Fleming, 
Problems in the Study of the Anthropomorphic Metal Statuary from Syro-Palestine 
before 330 B.C., Levant 16 (1984), 67-90. 

32 Loc. 1021a, str. V lower(?), late 11th - early 10th cent.: A. Rowe, The Four Canaan- 
ite Temples of Beth-Shan. Part I: The Temples and Cult Objects (Philadelphia, 1940), 
81, pis. 35:9, 65A:2. 

33 Loc. 135, str. Ill, early 10th cent.: O. Negbi, Canaanite Gods in Metal. An Archaeo¬ 
logical Study of Ancient Syro-Palestinian Figurines (Publications of the Institute of 
Archaeology 5; Tel Aviv, 1976), 49, fig. 58, no. 1450. 

34 Loc. 3283, str. XI, ca. 1000: Y. Yadin, Hazor III-IV (Plates; Jerusalem, 1961), pi. 
346:1-6; Negbi, Canaanite Gods (n. 33), no. 1454; GGG 132f, fig. 141. The find 
was part of a metal hoard which also included weapons, fibulae and other metal 
objects that were probably collected together in a jug for future recycling, see O. 
Negbi in: Y. Yadin et al., Hazor III-IV (Text; Jerusalem, 1989), 360f. Following 
Moorey’s opinion that ‘no metal statuette may be taken to represent a divinity until 
the arguments for a mortal have been discounted’ (Problems [n. 31], 79), Negbi (op. 
cit., 358f, 36If) has recently raised doubts concerning the divine status of the per- 
sonnage. In this very instance, however, the conical headgear, which should be 
regarded as a somewhat debased variant of the more usual conical crown with knobs 
and, sometimes, atef plumes, gives more probability to a divine rather than mortal 
status. 

35 Negbi, Canaanite Gods (n. 33), 48f, fig. 57, no. 1449; since the findspot is unknown, 
this item could have either a LB or a late Iron I provenance. 

36 Area BB, loc. 2050, str. VB, ca. mid-10th cent.: G. Loud et al., Megiddo II (OIP 
62; Chicago, 1948), pi. 239:31; H. Seeden, The Standing Armed Figurines in the 
Levant (Munich, 1980), 112, pi. 104, no. 1736; GGG 130, 132 fig. 139; I. Cor¬ 
nelius, The Iconography of the Canaanite Gods Reshef and Baal: Late Bronze 
and Iron Age I Periods (c 1500-1000 BCE) (OBO 140; Fribourg/Gottingen, 
1994), 130f, pi. 32 no. RB 2. The item may actually come from one of the south¬ 
western dependencies of temple 2048, as they survived into str. VIA (cf. Loud, 
Megiddo II, figs. 404-406; A. Kempinski, Megiddo: A City-State and a Royal 
Centre in North Israel [Munich, 1989], 185) which may be dated to the first half of 
the 10th cent. 

37 In fact, unprovenanced and datable only on stylistical and general grounds: Cornelius, 
Reshef and Ba‘al (n. 36), 131, pi. 32, no. RB 3. 

38 Area G, str. 14, late 10th cent.: Y. Shiloh, Excavations at the City of David I. 1978- 
1982. Interim Report of the First Five Seasons (Qedem 19; Jerusalem, 1984), 17, fig. 
24, pi. 29:3. 

39 Whether a female statuette from Tell el-Far‘a North (Negbi, Canaanite Gods [n. 33], 
no. 1636) comes from a LB or early Iron Age context is disputed, see Zwickel, Tem- 
pelkult (n. 28), 208f. 
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1 2 3 

Figs. 1, 2 & 3 


context. Limited continuity of local bronzeworking traditions can¬ 
not be excluded, however, particularly in the case of Megiddo and 
Beth-Shean. Interestingly, both main types of male gods - the 
peacefully enthroned and the smiting one - are attested. One should 
note, however, that the Hazor figurine apparently represented no 
more to its last owner than just its metal value and recycling poten¬ 
tial. 40 

Objects in stone: a stone slab with a roughly-carved human head from 
Beth-Shean, further decorated with two anthropomorphic scratch draw¬ 
ings of a deity or two separate deities standing upon a quadruped (fig . 
4 ); 41 a miniature limestone altar with two incised stick figures of 
deities, one apparently holding a weapon, the other with raised arms 
(fig. 5). 42 Cf. also the seals mentioned below. 


40 That this owner considered himself a (proto-)‘Israelite’ is questionable, and although 
an identification of the deity with Yahweh (G. W. Ahlstrom, An Israelite God Figurine 
from Hazor, Orientalia Suecana 19-20 [1970-71], 54-62; id., An Archaeological Pic¬ 
ture of Iron Age Religions in Ancient Palestine, Studia Orientalia 55 [1984], 12) or 
Ba‘al cannot be excluded a priori , approving the thesis seems no less speculative than 
rejecting it. 

41 Exact findspot unknown, but assigned to level V, late 11th or 10th cent.: Rowe, Four 
Canaanite Temples (n. 32), pi. 63A:l-3. The slab may be compared to undecorated 
schematic objects from Late Bronze Age Hazor recently identified as ‘ancestor stat¬ 
ues’, see P. Beck, A Note on the ‘Schematic Statues’ from the Stelae Temple at Hazor, 
TA 17 (1990), 91-95. 

42 Field II, area 3, loc. 3192, str. 6B, end of lOth/early 9th cent.: W. G. Dever et al., 
Gezer II (Jerusalem, 1974), 67f, pis. 41:2, 75:A-B; cf. GGG 157 n. 92. Since the sec¬ 
ond deity is considerably smaller and stands on a base line, the presence of a 
quadruped similar to the Beth-Shean scratchings may be conjectured. 
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Figs. 4 & 5 


Terracotta cult stands: A rectangular stand from Pella displays two 
mould-made nude goddesses standing on lion heads on the front face 
and human-faced protomes at the top, 43 while a cylindrical fenestrated 
stand from Megiddo shows two hand-made nude women holding 
breast and pubis. 44 A stand fragment from Shechem has a frontally rep¬ 
resented, seated woman, probably a goddess, holding a child on her lap 
(fig. 12 ) 45 Two rectangular, multi-storeyed stands with hand-made 
human figures, one of indistinct sex (but note doves and serpent, fig. 
6 ), 46 the other definitely female (note doves, serpent and lion ,fig. 7), 47 
were recovered from the so-called ‘Southern temple’ at Beth-Shean 
and attributed by the excavators to str. V. They are somewhat difficult 
to place in our argument since the nature of the building, the objects’ 
stratigraphical position and, thus, the date, are all equally disputed. 48 
On the basis of comparative typological evidence, an llth-cent. origin 
and use in an intra-mural communal cult seem most probable. 

Area IV-E, ‘thick deposit of broken pottery’, str. IA, 10th cent.: T. F. Potts et al. , Pre¬ 
liminary Report on a Sixth Season of Excavation by the University of Sydney at Pella 
in Jordan, ADAJ 29 (1985), 204f, pi. 42; T.F. Potts, Pella in Jordan 2, The Second 
Interim Report (Mediterranean Archaeology Supplement 2; ed. A.W. McNicoll et al .; 
Sydney, 1992), 96-101, pi. 71; J. Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle in Vorderasien 
und der ostlichen Agais vom Neolithikum bis in das 1. Jahrtausend (AOAT 229; 
Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1991), 80f, 214 no. 51; GGG 116f fig. 126. 

Loc. 1731, str. VI, 11th cent.: H. G. May, Material Remains of the Megiddo Cult (OIP 
26; Chicago, 1935), pi. 20:P 6055. 

German dump, unstratified: W. G. Dever, The MB IIC Stratification In the Northwest 
Gate Area At Shechem, BASOR 216 (1974), 31-52, esp. 36 fig. 6. 

Southern temple, Room 1021 A, str. V lower, late 11th - early 10th cent.: Rowe, Four 
Canaanite Temples (n. 32), 54f, 62, pis. 17:1, 57A:l-2; Bretschneider, Architektur¬ 
modelle (n. 43), 211 no. 40. 

Same findspot: Rowe, Four Canaanite Temples (n. 32), 54f, 62, pis. 17:2, 57A:3; 
Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 211 no. 41. 

M. Ottosson, Temples and Cult Places in Palestine (Boreas. Uppsala Studies in the Ancient 
Mediterranean and Near Eastern Civilisations 12; Uppsala, 1980), 71-73 has attributed 
them to the late-Ramesside str. VI, followed by Zwickel, Tempelkult (n. 28), 242. 
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Figs. 6 & 7 

These and comparable rectangular, fenestrated stands from Megiddo 
(with flanking sphinxes), Ta‘anach (multi-tiered with flanking lions, 
sphinxes, etc.), Tell en-Nasbeh and possibly Jerusalem, may be inter¬ 
preted as shrines en miniature , especially where distinct architectural 
elements support such a hypothesis. 49 Like the shrine models (see 
below), they were apparently used in intra-mural communal cults. 

Terracotta shrine models: While several unprovenanced examples from 
Palestine/Transjordan are known (fig. 8-9 ), 50 a stratified model comes 
from Tell el-Far‘a North (fig . 10). 51 


49 The clearest example being the well-known, more elaborate Lapp stand from 
Ta‘anach, for which see GGG § 98 and P. Beck, The Cult-Stands from Taanach: 
Aspects of the Iconographic Tradition of Early Iron Age Cult Objects in Palestine, 
From Nomadism to Monarchy (ed. I. Finkelstein & N. Na’aman; Jerusalem, 1994), 
352-381; for the Jerusalem fragment, see GGG 182f fig. 187. Incidentally, the Lapp 
stand demonstrates the possible conjunction of an anthropomorphic goddess (first reg¬ 
ister) and a theriomorphic cult image (the horse in the upper register) in one and the 
same iconographic context. Moreover, the cultic structure of Ta‘anach also produced 
several masseboth, a fact which led Mettinger to consider that there was apparently ‘a 
low degree of tension between iconic and aniconic worship’ (No Graven Image, 164). 
That such conjunctions in actual cult were possible elsewhere is now also shown by the 
finds from Horvat Qitmit, see below sect. 2.4. 

50 H. Seeden, A Small Clay Shrine in the AUB Museum, Berytus 27 (1979), 7-25; 
Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 128, 228f, nos. 77-78. 

51 From a pit in a domestic courtyard, str. Vllb, late 10th - early 9th cent.: A. Chambon, 
Tell el-Far‘ah I: L’age du fer (Recherche sur les civilisations, memoire 31; Paris, 
1984), 77f, 240f pi. 66:1 (note ibid, and pi. 66:2 the fragment of another Iron Age II 
A model); Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 129, 233 no. 86; GGG 183f, fig. 
188b. 
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Already attested in Palestine during the Bronze Age, these models 
became more significant from the 10th century onwards. They remained 
rather common during the Iron Age II B-C (see below) and thus testify 
to some sort of cultic continuity despite the deep socio-political trans¬ 
formations that occurred between 1250 and 600 BCE. They are gener¬ 
ally high and large enough to house an object or statuette and have thus 
rightly been termed ‘Statuenschreine’ by J. Bretschneider. 52 Although 
no statuettes or figurines have been found in situ together with the mod¬ 
els, later examples from Achzib or Cyprus have a fully or partly anthro¬ 
pomorphic deity in terracotta attached to the model. We may thus 
assume that as a general rule the earlier models also housed anthropo¬ 
morphic statuettes of some kind, and that these were most probably 
goddesses in view of the models’ decoration (nude women, dove). 53 
The statuettes could have been made either of perishable material (such 
as wood and cloth) or terracotta (possibly plaques). Even the presence 
of bronze statuettes cannot be excluded, although they were less numer¬ 
ous during the Iron Age than before (see above). 

Naos-like shrine plaque: from a stratified and definitely cultic context at 
Tell Qasile, showing two identical (mould-made) nude women enface 
in a naos (fig. II). 54 The plaque is considered by some authors to have 
functioned as the sanctuary’s actual cult image. 55 

Anthropomorphic terracotta vessels: Cultic vessels such as the well- 
known item from Tell Qasile, 56 showing a woman/goddess with hands 
clasped under her breasts through which a liquid would be poured out, 
could imply the worship of a deity that was represented in an equally 
anthropomorphic form. 

Terracotta statuary: Less known than plaque or pillar figurines and badly 
in need of systematic investigation, anthropomorphic terracotta statu¬ 
ary of larger size was already being produced during the earlier Iron 
Age. This has recently been recalled by the preliminary publication of 
a male statuette head from Beth-Shean (fig. 75). 57 Its height of ca. 6cm, 

Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 129ff; see also id., Gotter in Schreinen: Eine Unter- 
suchung zu den syrischen und levantinischen Tempelmodellen, ihrer Bauplastik und 
ihren Gotterbildem, UF 23 (1991), 13-32. 

With regard to the pair of nude women, note Bretschneider’s interesting observation 
that ‘Eine auffallige Besonderheit der Figuren ist, das (sic) sie auf vorkragenden Sock- 
elbanken stehen und somit wohl als statuarischer Baudekor zu werten sind’ (Architek¬ 
turmodelle [n. 43], 127). 

Sanctuary 131, str. X, first half 10th cent.: A. Mazar, Excavations at Tell Qasile. Part 
One: The Philistine Sanctuary: Architecture and Cult Objects (Qedem 12; Jerusalem, 
1980), 82-84, pi. 30; Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 128f, 229f, no. 79; 
GGG 113-115, fig. 125. 

E.g., Sh. Bunimovitz, Problems in the ‘Ethnic’ Identification of the Philistine Material 
Culture, TA 17 (1990), 210-222, esp. 213-215; Zwickel, Tempelkult (n. 28), 228. 
Favissa 125 near sanctuary 200, str. XI, ca. 1000: Mazar, Qasile I (n. 54), 78-81, PL 
29; GGG 120f, fig. 128. 

Str. S2 = upper VI, 11th cent.: A. Mazar, Tel Bet She’an - 1992/1993, ESI 14 (1995), 
56-60, esp. 59 fig. 54; id., Four Thousand Years of History at Tel Beth-Shean: An 
Account of the Renewed Excavations, BA 60 (1997), 62-76, esp. 74. 
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Figs. 8, 9, 10 & 11 

when compared to the proportions of other figurines and later stone 
statuary, suggests a total size of the original statuette of ca. 22-25cm. It 
is not known whether this head (‘with a curly hairdress of unusual 
style,’ but without headgear) belonged to a deity or a worshipper. 

Terracotta figurines: e.g., plaque figurines of a frontally represented, 
seated woman/goddess holding a child on her lap (note an example 
from Tell Deir ‘Alla \fig. 13] 5S closely comparable to the Shechem 
fragment mentioned above 59 ) or side (as from Beth-Shean \fig. 74] 60 ); 


58 H. Franken, The Excavations at Deir ‘Alla in Jordan, VT 10 (1960), 386-390, pi. 13:b. 

59 P. Beck, A Figurine from Tel ‘Ira, Erlsr 21 (1990), 87-93, 107*, esp. 89f. 

60 Block D-3, Room 1063 near stelae bases, str. V lower, late 11th - early 10th cent.: 
Rowe, Four Canaanite Temples (n. 32), pi. 35:20, 64: A2 = F.W. James, The Iron Age 
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Figs. 12, 13 & 14 

round 61 or plaque figurines of a nude or partly clothed female holding 
her breasts and/or pubis, or holding a tambourine, of disputed human 
or divine status; 62 etc. Note also the rare occurrence of male terracotta 
figurines (e.g., at Megiddo [fig. 76] 63 ).Badly in need of a new compi¬ 
lation in a corpus, 64 these terracotta figurines which are almost exclu¬ 
sively of the plaque type during the earlier Iron Age can only be men¬ 
tioned here in a very general way. The growing importance of 
so-called ‘house-cults’ and smaller communal cult places, as distinct 
from large temples, is one of the more prominent features in the his¬ 
tory of cultic practices in Palestine during the early 1st millennium. 
That the number of terracotta figurines exceeds that of excavated 
bronzes even more strikingly than during the Late Bronze Age, comes 
as no surprise. 

Scenes of worship on seals: limestone or bone scaraboids showing a 
human figure between two anthropomorphic deities standing upon 
quadrupeds (fig . 77, unprovenanced Palestinian) 65 , or facing a single 
deity standing or seated upon a quadruped, most probably a horse (fig . 
18 from Tel ‘Etun). 66 The production of this stylistically homogeneous 


at Beth Shan (Museum Monographs; Philadelphia, 1966), 82, 336f fig. 111:6, and cf. 
figs. 111:1 (same date). 

61 Cf. Z. Herzog, Tel Gerisa, NEAEHL II 480-484, esp. 483; A. Mazar, Notes and News 
(Beth-Shean), IEJ A3 (1993), 219, 222 fig. 16. 

62 See Beck, Figurine; GGG § lOlf; R. Kletter, The Judaean pillar figurines and the 
archaeology of Asher ah (BAR international series 636; Oxford 1996), esp. 33-36, 268- 
270. 

63 Str. V, 10th cent.: May, Megiddo Cult (n. 44), 31, pi. 28:5402. 

64 But see now Kletter, Judaean pillar figurines (n. 62), appendices 4 (pp. 237-245: 
Transjordanian figurines) and 5 (246-287: other figurines from western Palestine/ 
Israel). 

65 H. Keel-Leu, Vorderasiatische Stempelsiegel: Die Sammlung des Biblischen lnstituts 
der Universitat Freiburg Schweiz (OBO 110; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1991), 69f no. 83. 

66 Cf. GGG § 86 for further items from Lachish, Ta‘anach, Tel Kabri (unpubl.). 
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Figs. 15, 16, 17 & 18 


group of seal-amulets apparently started at the beginning of the 10th 
cent, but extended well into the 9th, testifying to continuity between 
Iron Age II A and B in this respect. 

Together with the incised scratch drawings on the stone objects men¬ 
tioned above, these seals further demonstrate that the traditional repre¬ 
sentation of deities standing upon their attribute animals, prominent 
also on seals of the so-called Tate-Ramesside mass production’, 67 
remained possible if not very widespread in the glyptic of the earlier 1st 
millennium. In contrast, the actual cultic statuary seems to have fol¬ 
lowed other dictates, since the combination of deity and supporting 
animal is rarely attested and confined almost exclusively to terracotta. 
As a rule, the artisan preferred to opt either for the anthropomorphic or 
for the theriomorphic representation of the deity. 

None of the bronze statuettes mentioned has been found in a definitely 
cultic context. Decisive proof for their continuing cultic use during the 
early Iron Age is thus lacking. One should not, however, infer too much 
from such a lack of evidence. As we shall see, bronze statuary continued 
to be produced during the subsequent period, thus affirming continuity of 
use and practice. Moreover, one should note a somewhat analogous phe¬ 
nomenon with regard to bull figurines: bronze bull figurines, which were 
quite common in definitely cultic contexts dating from the Middle 
Bronze to the Iron Age I periods, 68 would seem to have vanished for half 


67 Cf. GGG §§ 63ff. A research seminar held in Fribourg during the winter of 1996/97 
came to the conclusion that the date of this group should be lowered and that much of 
its production extends well into the Iron Age II A (O. Keel and S. Miinger, private 
communication). 

68 The item from the so-called ‘Bull site’ being the latest example (cf. Zwickel, Tem- 
pelkult [n. 28], 212-215). 
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a millennium until Apis bull statuettes started to appear during the late 
7th century, on the grounds that bronze bull figurines have not yet shown 
up in the archaeological record of Iron Age IIB and C. Bulls are nonethe¬ 
less sometimes represented in close association with a god on Iron Age II 
seals, 69 and biblical texts (1 Kgs 12:28-30, 2 Kgs 10:29, 17:16, Exod 32 
and particularly Hos 8:5f, 10:5f, 13:2) presuppose continuous worship of 
bull images in Israel. 70 The absence of archaeological evidence should 
not thus be taken as evidence of absence tout court. 

To support the latter caveat , the Qasile evidence is important: so much of 
the content of the sanctuaries ranging from str. XII-X has been found, that 
it is possible to draw a reasonably factual picture of the cultic practices per¬ 
formed there. 71 There must have been a cultic image during all the phases, 
yet only the one from str. X has been discovered at best. In all probability, 
the main cult images of Tel Qasile and elsewhere were secured either as an 
emergency measure shortly before destruction, or immediately afterwards. 72 

To sum up, the cumulative evidence presented above attests or implies 
continuous production and use of anthropomorphic cult statuary during the 
early Iron Age. True, this evidence is not as broad and impressive as the 
respective Late Bronze Age material, but it does support the general 
assumption of continuity, albeit constrained by the more parochial eco¬ 
nomic and socio-political conditions of the time. Not surprisingly, continu¬ 
ity appears paramount in the terracotta production which in Near Eastern 
archaeology is the most propitious medium for longue duree traditions. 
The cult stands, and shrine models, while firmly rooted in Late Bronze Age 
traditions, nonetheless represent a creative response of religious artistry to 
the new environment. The fact that metal statuary production receded dur¬ 
ing the early Iron Age is most probably due to economic factors, such as 
the limited availability of raw materials and technical expertise. 

The glyptic material which, as a rule, is far less marked by the relative 
conservatism of cultic practice and as a medium rather sensitive to trans¬ 
formations on the conjunctural time level, in Braudelian terms, does not 
share the relative conservatism of the terracotta production. In this 
medium, anthropomorphic deities tended indeed to recede, although not 
completely, being partly replaced by other subjects (viz. GGG’s Wirk- 

69 GGG § 119f. 

70 Schroer, Bilder (n. 4), 81-103. While some of these texts betray undisputed Deuteron- 
omistic diction, it seems improbable that all the references (esp. Hos 10:5f, 13:2*) are 
exclusively concerned with post-exilic practices. 

71 Cf. Zwickel, Tempelkult (n. 28), 215-233. 

72 Ibid., 233. 
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groften). However, as already stated above, these phenomena cannot be 
generalised, and they should not be allowed to dominate our evaluation 
of cultic practice. In short, the overall evidence fails to bear out our ear¬ 
lier assumption that the Iron Age I-II A gave rise to a basically new atti¬ 
tude with regard to the figurative representations of deities, be they male 
or female. To put it bluntly, therefore, the iconography of the early Iron 
Age is not the place to look for the roots of aniconism. 

Most of the evidence adduced above comes from northern and central 
Palestine, with the southern Judean hill country being conspicuously 
absent. From an archaeological point of view, this is not surprising, 
since recent studies have highlighted the fact that Judah remained some¬ 
what of a cultural backwater throughout the Iron Age I-II A period and 
had to wait for the late 10th and 9th centuries before witnessing a re¬ 
urbanization process comparable to what happened in the North almost 
a century earlier. The relatively poor archaeological heritage of Iron Age 
II A Judah gives little credence to the biblical viewpoint that Judah’s 
capital, Jerusalem, was the foremost political and religious centre of the 
area during the time of Solomon. Given the fact that almost all iconogra¬ 
phy relevant for our religio-historical inquiry comes from the North, and 
has little to do with the particular symbolism of the Solomonic temple 
and its furniture as described in 1 Kings 6-9, the latter cannot reasonably 
be thought to have exerted a major influence on Northern Israelite reli¬ 
gious belief such as the Deuteronomistic Historian (1 Kgs 12:27) or 
some recent commentators of the Lapp stand from Ta‘anach 73 would 
have us believe. It seems safer not rely too much on biblical, late 
Judahite/Judaean religious ideology, when interpreting the archaeologi¬ 
cal and iconographical evidence of early Iron Age Palestine. 74 

2.2. Iron Age IIB (end of 10th - late 8th cent.) 

While several examples of masseboth used in or near Iron Age II B 
shrines are known, 75 only one or two among the (rare) undisputed cult- 

73 E.g., J. G. Taylor, The Two Earliest Known Representations of Yahweh, Ascribe to the 
Lord (JSOTSup, 67; Studies P. C. Craigie; ed. L. Eslinger & J. G. Taylor; Sheffield, 
1988), 557-566. 

74 Consequently, the interpretation of the iconographical symbolism of 1 Kings 6-9 is 
somewhat out of place in chap. VI of GGG (§§ 103-108). H. Weippert’s discussion of 
the Jerusalem temple in her treatment of Iron Age II A has been similarly questioned 
by A. Kempinski, Two Recent Books on the Archaeology of Early Palestine, IEJ 45 
(1995), 57-64, esp. 62. 

75 See the convenient overview and discussion in Mettinger, No Graven Image (n. 6), 
143-167. 
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places of Iron Age II B (Tel Dan 76 and possibly Tell Abu el-Kharaz) 
have, until now, produced anthropomorphic statuary in situ. There is 
considerable evidence in various media, however, which strongly sup¬ 
ports the thesis that anthropomorphic cult statuary remained in use in 
Palestine throughout the region and period. 

Metal statuary: smiting god from Tell Abu el-Kharaz (fig. 19, ‘from an 
obviously religious context, an offering pit outside a house’ 77 ), Gezer 
(fig. 20 ), 78 possibly Hazor, 79 and Tel Zeror; 80 enthroned god from Tell 
el-‘Oreme; 81 statuettes of a smiting goddess from Dan (2, fig. 21Y 2 and 
Kafr Kanna (2, fig. 22). 83 





Figs. 19, 20, 21 & 22 


76 Ch. Uehlinger, Eine anthropomorphe Kultstatue des Gottes von Dan?, BN 72 (1994), 
85-100. 

77 Area 9, trench 24, found on top of a flint-stone in a pit near a house, str. 3, 9th cent.: 
P. M. Fischer, Tell Abu al-Kharaz: The Mound of the Father of the Beads in the Jor¬ 
dan Valley, Minerva 7,5 (1996), 30-33, esp. 33; id., Tall Abu al-Kharaz: The Swedish 
Jordan Expedition 1994, Fifth Season. Preliminary Excavation Report, ADA/ 40 
(1996), 101-110, esp. 103f and fig. 3. The item is illustrated here through the courtesy 
of the excavator, Prof. Peter M. Fischer (Goteborg). 

78 Assigned to his ‘IVth Semitic period’ by R. A. S. Macalister, which - if correct - would 
correspond to an Iron II date: Seeden, Standing Armed Figurines (n. 36), no. 1765. 

79 Loc. 211b, str. IXB, 9th cent.: Yadin, Hazor III-IV (Plates), pis. 176:23, 361:14; 
Negbi, Canaanite Gods (n. 33), no. 1708; ead., Hazor III-IV (Text), 358 n. 57. 

80 From a room of str. VII, late 8th cent.: K. Ohata, Tel Zeror III (Tokyo, 1970), 37, pi. 
63:1. 

81 Area D, room 612, str. II, 8th cent.: V. Fritz, Kinneret. Ergebnisse der Ausgrabungen 
aufdem Tell el- ( Oreme am See Gennesaret 1982-85 (ADPV; Wiesbaden, 1990), 113- 
115, pis. 42:E, 118; GGG 152f. 

82 Seeden, Standing Armed Figurines (n. 36), no. 1721; cf. Moorey & Fleming, Problems 
(n. 31), 75. 

83 Seeden, Standing Armed Figurines (n. 36), no. 1726; cf. Moorey & Fleming, Problems 
(n. 31), 75. 
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The find from Tell Abu el-Kharaz has been variously described by the 
excavator as having the face of a ‘cat’ or ‘lion’, possibly related to the 
Egyptian goddesses Sekhmet or Bastet, and with both a human and a 
lion’s leg. It is further said to hold a papyrus scroll in the left hand. All 
these features are most unusual for this genre of object. On the basis of 
the available photographs and drawings, I would question the thesis of 
a mixed anatomy and physiognomy of the statue. It seems more rea¬ 
sonable to assume a somewhat blurred execution of genuinely anthro¬ 
pomorphic features. An identification with either Sekhmet or Bastet 
may be excluded because of the short kilt and naked upper body which 
clearly point to a male god. 84 As for the ‘papyrus scroll’, which would 
be rather out of context and have no purpose in the hand of a smiting 
god, it is safer to assume that this feature represents a fitting for 
another weapon, probably spear-like and originally made of wood. The 
god’s crown is particularly notable since it is a further variant of high 
cap and plumes, a regional Levantine adaptation of the Egyptian atef 
crown which became a characteristic feature of Levantine divine 
iconography during the earlier 1st millennium. Only the uraeus is some¬ 
what unusual in this respect. It seems probable that the statuette from 
Tell Abu el-Kharaz represents a major deity worshipped at the site in 
the 9th cent. 

Again, an ultimate Late Bronze Age origin should not be excluded for 
some of the items mentioned, particularly the Tell el-‘Oreme statuette. 
Note, however, that the latter’s archaeological context does not point to 
its having been discarded or coveted simply for its metal value, but 
attests instead to its rather prominent position and continuous use in a 
room behind the city gate (note the bamot ha-se‘drim in 2 Kgs 23:8) 
and adjacent to the entrance of an official pillared building, presum¬ 
ably military barracks. Furthermore, a number of these bronze stat¬ 
uettes depart in one way or another from the iconographical, stylistical 
or technical standards of Late Bronze Age statuary. One element which 
is significant for dating purposes is the use of a plaque-like plinth or 
base plate rather than pegs, protruding directly from the statuette’s feet 
(as on figs. 19 and 27). This clearly points to a new technique of fixing 
statuettes on a wooden base. The elaborate base of the Kafr Kanna stat¬ 
uette (fig . 22) also favours a mature Ist-millennium date. 

These statuettes will probably remain somewhat exceptional, but their 
testimony nonetheless lends further credence to Moorey’s statement 
that ‘although the great majority of uncontexted Syro-Palestinian small 
metal statues are of the Bronze Age, there is a significant minority for 
which an Iron Age date may be argued’ 85 - not only in Phoenicia or 
Syria, but also in Palestine, and locally produced. 86 

Terracotta shrine models: The persistence of this tradition during the 
Iron Age II B(-C) is attested by several complete models and a number 

84 As correctly stated by Fischer in ADA/ 40 (1996), 104. 

85 Moorey & Fleming, Problems (n. 31), 75f. 

86 See also below, n. 159. 
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of fragments. 87 Controlled excavations have until now produced only 
very small fragments, e.g. from Tell el-Far‘a North. 88 However, one 
almost complete item has, at the very least, a definite provenance (Tel 
Rekhesh in the W. el-Bire, ca. 8km southeast of the Tabor). 89 More 
spectacular, well-known models displaying conspicuous architectural 
features and decoration related to a goddess (‘Astarte?), are said to 
come from the Mt. Nebo area (fig. 23) 90 or from elsewhere in Trans¬ 
jordan (fig. 24, 91 fig. 25 92 ). There is no reason to consider the genre 
specifically Transjordanian in character. 93 



87 GGG § 100. 

88 From str. Vlld, 8th cent.: Chambon, Tell el-Far‘ah / (n. 51), 78, 240f pi. 66:3. 

89 Ca. 900 BCE?: N. Tzori, The Territory of Issachar. Archaeological Survey of Gilboa 
and its Flanks, the Yezre’el Valley and Eastern Lower Galilee (Hebrew; Jerusalem, 
1977), 117, pi. 33:3-5; Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 132, 237 no. 93. 

90 S. S. Weinberg, A Moabite Shrine Group, MUSE 12 (1978), 30-48; Bretschneider, 
Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 236 no. 91; cf. also 234ff nos. 89, 90 and 92. 

91 Ibid., 234 no. 88. 

92 Ibid., 233f no. 87. 

93 The knob on top of the model illustrated in fig. 24 is technically identical to that on top 
of the crown of the goddess from Horvat Qitmit (below fig. 46). This observation by 
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Naos-like shrine plaques: Mould-made terracotta plaques and one lime¬ 
stone mould, originating from the Egyptian delta and southern Pales¬ 
tinian coastal sites, show one or two nude female(s) en face in a naos- 
like structure (fig. 26 , cf. fig. 77). 94 Parallels are also known from 
Phoenicia. On a recently published item housed in the Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts, the naos-like structure has elaborate columns with lion 
bases and papyrus capitals topped by Bes heads (fig . 27). 95 



Figs. 26 & 27 

Terracotta statuary: Two fragments of a male, bearded head (fig . 28) 
which originally belonged to one or two almost half life-sized, painted 
terracotta statue(s) of a god or king, have been found in the early 
9th-cent. temenos at Tel Dan. 96 The treatment of the beard with incised 
circles, recalls a similar feature on a fragment from 8th- to 7th-cent. 


U. Zevulun and the INAA results for the Qitmit head have led P. Beck to hypothesize 
a common origin of both items in a workshop based somewhere in the northeastern 
Negev (Qitmit [n. 168], 183). 

94 A. Mazar, Pottery Plaques Depicting Goddesses Standing in Temple Facades, Mich- 
manim 2 (1985), 5-18; Bretschneider, Architekturmodelle (n. 43), 128f, 229-233, nos. 
79-85; GGG 114-116. 

95 W.A. Ward, The Goddess within the Facade of a Shrine: A Phoenician Clay Plaque of 
the 8th century B.C., RSF 24 (1996), 7-19. 

96 Area T; fragment 1: square E-17, loc. 2311, str. IV, 9th cent.: A. Biran, Biblical Dan 
(Jerusalem, 1994), 172f fig. 133, pi. 27; for further references and discussion, see 
Uehlinger, Kultstatue (n. 76), 89-91 no. 1; fragment 2: square C-15, loc. 2323: ibid. 
91f no. 2. 
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Sarepta, which is said to have belonged to a cult mask. 97 The larger 
Dan fragment cannot be assigned to a mask because of its straight pro¬ 
file and the absence of an eye opening. It must originally have 
belonged to a statue. A fragment of a (male?) hand and fore-arm of an 
equally ‘half life-sized terracotta statue, which had once held some¬ 
thing, perhaps a sceptre, in its hand’, of unspecified Iron Age II origin, 
was recovered at Tell Deir ‘Alla. 98 This and the more recent finds from 
Horvat Qitmit (see below 2.4.) definitely confirm the use of large ter¬ 
racotta statuary in Palestinian cults of Iron Age II. 

Faience figurines: A considerable number of relatively large faience fig¬ 
urines, clearly distinct from amulets, 99 are attested at various Iron Age 
II B sites in Palestine. Only a few of the figurines were locally pro¬ 
duced, e.g. the statuette of a ruler(?) from the Tel Dan temenos area 
(fig. 29 ). 100 Far more were imported from Egypt, either directly or 
through Phoenician mediation. Particularly noteworthy are further 
finds from the Dan temenos. 101 Apparently related to Bubastis, 102 they 
probably found their way to Dan during the time of Sheshonk I when 
the Egyptian 22nd dynasty ruled in Palestine, as attested by a stela 
fragment from Megiddo and inscribed reliefs at Kamak. For the pre¬ 
sent, these finds - not the biblical account on Jeroboam’s bull calf 
image (1 Kgs 12:28f) which remains unsubstantiated in terms of 
archaeological evidence - provide the primary evidence for the reli¬ 
gious history of Dan in the 10th and 9th cents. 

Stone statuary: Limestone statuary of a ceremonial, probably cultic, nature 
is best known from Transjordan. 103 The statues of Abou Assaf’s Group I 
(a male from the ‘Amman citadel \fig. JO], 104 a male and a female [fig. 
31] from Kh. el-Hajjar 105 ) and those of Group II (bearded heads wearing 


97 J. B. Pritchard, Sarepta IV: The Objects from Area IIX (Publications de l’Universite 
Libanaise. Section des etudes archeologiques, II; Beyrouth, 1988), 68-70, 271 fig. 
16:8a-b. 

98 Unstratified: H. J. Franken, The Excavations at Deir ‘Alla in Jordan, VT 21 (1961), 
361-372, esp. 370 and pi. 20. ‘The arm is painted in black and red bands to represent 
bangles, and from the way it is broken off at the elbow appears to have been attached 
to the statue in Egyptianized style, across the breast’ (ibid.). 

99 On these, see the corpus by Ch. Herrmann, Agyptische Amulette aus PalastinalIsrael 
(OBO 138; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1994), reviewed by W. A. Ward in BiOr 53 (1996), 
456-460. Amulets have been disregarded in this paper since their incidence on actual 
cult practices would need much more thorough preliminary research (but note Ezek 
14:3f, 7 and Herrmann’s comments on pp. 83-85). 

100 Area T, square D-13, near loc. 2378, later subsumed into loc. 2392, str. IV or III, 9th 
or 8th cent.: Uehlinger, Kultstatue (n. 76), 91 with n. 43, 95 no. 6. 

101 Ibid., 91-94 nos. 3-5. 

102 Ibid., 92f. 

103 A. Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen zur ammonitischen Rundbildkunst, UF 12 (1980), 7- 
102; R. H. Domemann, The Archaeology of the Transjordan in the Bronze and Iron 
Ages (Milwaukee, WN, 1983), 154-163. 

104 Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen (n. 103), 22f, pi. III. 

105 Ibid., 21 f, pis. I-II. 



the Ammonite atef crown) 106 clearly pre-date the Assyrian conquests in 
Southern Palestine. Although their divine status has been questioned, 107 
their pairing at Kh. el-Hajjar, the male’s crown and the female’s attitude 
- both features paralleled in small terracotta statuary (see below) - make 
it reasonably clear that deities are depicted. These statues may thus be 
considered as representative images of the divine couple heading the 
Ammonite state pantheon, i.e. Milkom/El and his paredros. In contrast, 
the statues of Abou Assaf’s group III, among them the well-known bare¬ 
headed statue of Yarh'ezer and a male torso, 108 represent mortals. 

Nude female limestone statuettes which may be dated to the Iron II B- 
C period have been found at Gezer, 109 and a kind of fragmentary minia¬ 
ture version of fig. 31 from Megiddo (fig. 32) no demonstrates that we 

106 Ibid., 23-25, pis. IVf. 

107 See most recently U. Hiibner, Die Ammoniter: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte, Kul- 
tur und Religion eines transjordanischen Volkes im 1. Jahrtausend v. Chr. (ADPV 
16; Wiesbaden, 1992), 267f with arguments which are certainly not conclusive: nei¬ 
ther the absence of a supporting animal nor the fact that the statues are barefooted 
contradicts their divine status. 

108 Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen (n. 103), 25-28 nos. IX-XI, pis. Vlf. 

109 R. A. S. Macalister, The Excavation of Gezer, 1902-1905 and 1907-1909 (London 
1912), II 423,111 pi. 223:9, 11. 

110 Area R-9, below loc. 658, str. Ill, 8th cent.: May, Megiddo Cult (n. 44), 33, pi. 32:M 
4418; cf. also Macalister, Gezer (n. 109), II 423, III pi. 223:10. 
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should not confine the existence of such statuary to Ammon only. Inter¬ 
estingly enough, the Megiddo goddess is again fully clothed but is never¬ 
theless pressing her breasts, two features which at first glance seem to 
be contradictory but which in fact combine the nurturing function of the 
goddess with her status as a distinguished lady. The same features are 
attested on a late 8th-cent. scaraboid from Lachish (fig. 33 ), an unprove- 
nanced terracotta figurine of the late 8th or early 7th cent, (fig. 34 ), 111 
and apparently a further Ammonite(?) limestone sculpture which is said 
to come from the Abu ‘Alanda area. 112 The Judahite pillar figurines (see 
below) probably imply the same feature. 113 

Terracotta figurines , female: Plaque figurines showing the frontally repre¬ 
sented, seated woman/goddess holding a child against her side (e.g., from 
Pella | fig. 36] U4 , Bet-Shean [ fig. 37] n5 , Megiddo) 116 or breast (Tell el- 
Far‘a North [fig. 38] ni , Samaria, 118 where a mould was also found [fig. 
39] n9 ), attest to continuing veneration of this ‘mother goddess’. 120 
Alongside these, plaques of nude women/goddesses (such as fig. 40-41 
from Tel Batash) and the woman/goddess with the tambourine, continue 
to be attested. They were not as ubiquitous as is sometimes maintained, 
but remained quite popular nonetheless. With regard to the evidence from 
Israel, GGG postulated a hiatus between an earlier group of 10th/9th-cent. 
plaque figurines and the later 8th/7th-cent. pillar figurines, with solid fig¬ 
urines in the round linking the two groups. 121 This was doubted by H. 
Weippert. 122 Taking into account the ‘Finkelstein correction’ 123 would 
indeed render the assumption of a hiatus superfluous. 


111 T. Oman, A Man and His Land. Highlights from the Moshe Dayan Collection (Israel 
Museum catalogue 270; Jerusalem, 1986), 34f no. 11. 

112 Ibid., 36f no. 12. The authenticity of the torso is open to doubt, see Hiibner, 
Ammoniter (n. 107), 267. 

113 But cf. Kletter, Judean pillar figurines (n. 62), 50. 

114 Area XXXII, Phase B (i), domestic building, early 9th cent.: T. F. Potts et al. , Prelim¬ 
inary Report on the Eighth and Ninth Seasons of Excavations by the University of 
Sydney at Pella (Tabaqat Fahl), 1986 and 1987, ADAJ 32 (1988), 115-149, esp. 141 
and pi. 22:3. 

115 Block E, below loc. 1549 and 33, str. V upper(?), probably early 9th cent.: James, 
Iron Age at Beth Shan (n. 60), fig. 112:7. 

116 May, Megiddo Cult (n. 44), pi. 24:M 2653 (found in Str. II but certainly earlier). 

117 Area II, loc. 440, str. Vllb, late 10th or early 9th cent.: Chambon, Tell el-FaCah (n. 
51), 74, 136f, 234f pi. 63:4, pi. 84. 

118 From the great trench of cult place E 207, late 8th cent.: J. W. Crowfoot et al., The 
Objects from Samaria (Samaria-Sebaste III; London, 1957), 77 fig. B:6, 79 no. 9, pi. 
12:8; cf. ibid. 79 no. 7, pi. 12:6. 

119 Ibid., 77 fig. B:6, 79 no. 8, pi. 12:7. 

120 An Ammonite figurine from Tell el-‘Umeiri may belong to the same type: cf. B. 
Dabrowski, Terracotta Head in [sic] ‘Atef-Crown from Tell Jawa (South), Transjor¬ 
dan, SAAC 1 (1995), 43-50, esp. 47f, fig. 7. 

121 GGG § 124, cf. §§191, 196f. 

122 See her review (n. 29), 16f. 

123 See n. 30. 
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Figs. 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40 & 41 
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Terracotta figurines , male: More relevant for our immediate purpose, 
attention should be drawn to the fact that the number of terracotta fig¬ 
urines dating to the Iron II B-C periods and representing male deities 
has increased considerably over the last few years. Most of them are 
very fragmentary, but a male head wearing an atef -like crown can be 
perfectly recognized on plaques from Bethsaida (fig. 42 ) 124 and Tell 
Jawa South (fig. 43 ), 125 as well as on round figurines from Amman 
citadel, 126 Tell el-‘Umeiri (fig. 44) 121 and Tell el-Jalul (where the 
god[!] apparently plays the double-pipe). 128 These figurines consider¬ 
ably enlarge our documentation with regard to the anthropomorphic 
representation of Milkom/El and comparable leading deities in Pales¬ 
tinian cultic iconography of the later Iron Age. The almost total lack of 
male figurines from Judah is noteworthy, 129 particularly against the 
evidence of the so-called Judaean (Judahite) pillar figurines. When the 
horse-and-rider figurines 130 are taken into account, the difference 
becomes less significant. 





42 


43 

Figs. 42, 43 & 44 


44 


124 R. Arav, Bethsaida, 1992, IEJ 42 (1992), 252-254, esp. 254 fig. 2; id., Bethsaida - 
1990/1991, ESI 12 (1994), 8-9, esp. 9 fig. 14.; id., Bethsaida. A city by the North 
Shore of the Sea of Galilee (Bethsaida Excavations Project, 1; Kirksville, Miss., 
1995), 17f and fig. 10. 

125 P. M. M. Daviau & P. E. Dion, El, the God of the Ammonites? The Atef-Crowned 
Head from Tell Jawa , Jordan, ZDPV 110 (1994), 158-167; cf. Dabrowski, Terracotta 
Head (n. 120), 43-50. 

126 F. Zayadine et al.. The 1988 Excavations at the Citadel of Amman - Lower Terrace, 
Area A, ADAJ 33 (1989), 357-363, esp. 362 (‘with a painted beard and moustache’); 
cf. Dabrowski, Terracotta Head (n. 120), 45f. 

127 Dabrowski, Terracotta Head (n. 120), 46f with figs. 5-6. 

128 L. G. Herr et al., Madaba Plains Project 1994: Excavations at Tall al-‘Umairi, Tall 
Jalul and Vicinity, ADAJ 40 (1996), 63-81, esp. 72f with fig. 9: a. 

129 Cf. Kletter, Judaean pillar figurines (n. 62), 78, 252 class 5.II.3; a number of male 
figurines from northern and coastal Palestine are registered ibid. 263ff. 

130 These are excluded from the present discussion because of their as yet unclear iden¬ 
tity, but see GGG §§ 198-200. 
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Pillar figurines, female: A corpus of these distinctively Judahite figurines 
(fig. 35), with notable ‘parallels’ in southern Transjordan, has now been 
admirably produced by Raz Kletter. 131 It follows from his study of 952 
pillar figurines from Iron Age Judah, that these gained particular signifi¬ 
cance in the second half of the 8th cent., not long before the Assyrian 
conquest and the fall of the Northern kingdom, 132 and that they continued 
to be produced - although perhaps to a lesser extent - during the 7th cent. 
The most reasonable hypothesis today is to identify the Judahite pillar 
figurine goddess as Asherah (but not with the biblical asherim). 133 

Terracotta figurine, divine couple(?): see below, section 3.4. 

With the rise of territorial states in Iron Age II B, statuary of almost monu¬ 
mental size, when compared to earlier periods, made its appearance in Pales¬ 
tine. Larger anthropomorphic limestone sculpture dating from Iron Age II B 
is known today only from Transjordan, but this may be a question of acci¬ 
dental discovery. The following section will show that similar statuary, be it 
in stone or other material, existed in other parts of the region. The finds from 
Tel Dan and Tell Deir ‘Alla show that we may even presume the existence 
of relatively cheap variants in the form of large terracotta statues. Moreover, 
similarities between limestone statues, smaller variants (the Megiddo stat¬ 
uette), terracottas and even seal images (note particularly the clothed lady 
holding her breasts) point to a limited number of iconographical types for the 
representation of major deities. This corresponds well to the religio-histori- 
cal situation that prevailed at the level of the territorial states’ ‘official’ reli¬ 
gion, viz. the existence of rather limited panthea, generally headed by a 
supreme male deity with whom a paredros could be associated. 


131 Kletter {Judaean pillar figurines [n. 62] 23f) has some rather harsh words concerning 
GGG which is said to have taken ‘the iconographic theory to its extreme’. Reading 
along, one recognizes that he has both over-qualified and partly misunderstood our 
book (see above, n. 10). We do not pretend that ‘iconography is superior to written 
sources, ...authentic and immediately yielding’, as Kletter states. He fails to distinguish 
between secondary observations and primary argument - e.g., the identification of the 
pillar figurines with Asherah, where we find ourselves in full agreement with his own 
opinion, without being at all original, or the hiatus in date and distribution between Iron 
II B/C pillar and Persian period figurines; and maybe he could not grasp every nuance 
(e.g., the dove pillars carry far less weight in our argument than he contends). Needless 
to say, Kletter’s corpus is from now on the basis for all serious discussion. 

132 Kletter is generally over-cautious in giving the whole 8th cent., although he would 
himself favour a late 8th- to 7th-cent. dating for most pillar figurines (op. cit. 41). The 
distribution pattern of the Judaean pillar figurines shows that they are almost absent 
from the North which fits the time of Hezekiah and Manasseh better than the previous 
period in which one would expect more interaction with the neighbouring kingdom of 
Israel. Conversely, limited diffusion towards the west fits Judahite involvement at the 
time of Hezekiah (cf. Kletter, op. cit. 46). 

133 GGG § 195; Kletter, op. cit. 76, 81. Note that a figurine body of this type has recently 
been found in the cella of the 7th-cent. temple 650 at Ekron, with the detached head 
lying at the entrance nearby: see S. Gitin, T. Dothan, J. Naveh, A Royal Dedicatory 
Inscription from Ekron, IEJ 47 (1997) 1-16, esp. 7. 
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The terracotta figurines allow for a certain variation in the execution 
of minor details (e.g. a particular hairdo, crown, or jewellery), and thus 
they cannot be regarded as exact replicas of large prototype cult stat¬ 
ues. 134 The types were, nevertheless, sufficiently homogeneous to allow 
the ancients to recognize immediately which particular deity was repre¬ 
sented. Without being exact replicas of identical cult statues, the terra¬ 
cotta types still imply the existence of prototypical concepts. With 
regard to the Judahite pillar figurines, we are certainly dealing with one 
figure, which we have identified as the goddess Asherah. It would be 
wrong to assume that the Asherah image in the temple of Jerusalem 
showed the deity in exactly the same way and attitude. The anthropo¬ 
morphic representation of the goddess in terracotta, however, provides a 
strong argument for her having been represented in an anthropomorphic 
manner in the temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem, as well. 135 

The evidence collected above points to regional variations when we 
concentrate on particular iconographical types of deity representations. 
This is most evident in the bronzes of which no two are really identical. 
The terracotta production, while showing more homogeneity due to 
mould-based mass production, nevertheless shows conspicuous varia¬ 
tions in type. The ‘mother goddess’, for example, is quite consistently 
represented within the area of Ephraim and Manasseh but seems to have 
been unknown in Judah. With respect to female terracotta figurines, the 
finds from Judah are closer to Transjordanian figurines than to Northern 
Palestinian ones. More important for our purpose, however, is that there 
is no evidence to suggest that the attitude towards anthropomorphism in 
the visual representation of deities in general was basically different in 
the various areas of Palestine, at least in the 8th and 7th centuries which 
are better documented, since anthropomorphic statuary and figurines are 
attested throughout the country during this period. If tendencies to ani- 
conic worship did exist at the time in Judah and elsewhere, as Mettinger 
has convincingly demonstrated, Judahites were as such no more aniconi- 
cists than the neighbouring Moabites or Ammonites. 

2.3. Assyrian pictorial and inscriptional evidence (late 8th cent.) 

Before proceeding with primary archaeological evidence comparable to 
that under discussion here, we should pause and look in passing at another 
set of sources which gives equally contemporary, but indirect, evi- 

134 Cf. Kletter, op. cit., 79. 

135 Thus already GGG § 195! 
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dence for the use of anthropomorphic cult statues in the main sanctuaries of 
Palestinian city and territorial states of the 8th and 7th centuries. Less known 
than the primary archaeological evidence, or known but insufficiently under¬ 
stood and thus rarely related to the religious history of ancient Palestine, such 
evidence comes from Assyrian palace reliefs and royal inscriptions. This is 
not the place to discuss in detail the relevant documents which deserve to be 
studied in their own right, 136 but suffice it at this stage to confirm their exis¬ 
tence and to underline their singular importance for our topic. 

A. The first document concerns the removal of divine statuary from Gaza 
by Tiglath-pileser III , related to the latter’s occupation and adminis¬ 
trative reorganisation of the town resulting from the flight, followed 
by the submission and rehabilitation of its king Hanun in 734 BCE. 
The episode is narrated in Tiglath-pileser’s inscriptions in three 
slightly differing accounts. 137 A pictorial treatment on reliefs from the 
king’s palace at Kalah/Nimrud may be regarded as a fourth version. 138 
Most relevant for our discussion is slab r-36-lower, 139 today on dis¬ 
play in the British Museum. Several teams of soldiers are shown as 
they carry away the gods of Hanun. 140 Unfortunately the four deities 
are in a very bad state of preservation, but various drawings published 
by A. H. Layard (fig. 45) attest that they were in somewhat better con¬ 
dition at the time of the slab’s discovery. They show, in the order of 
procession, a goddess with multiple homed crown seated on a throne, 
conspicuously looking out of the picture towards the beholder and 
holding a vegetal element (flower or ear of com?) and a ring; a sec- 

136 I plan to return to these in due course in a monographic treatment of Assyrian monu¬ 
mental art related to the history of Palestine. 

137 Latest edition by H. Tadmor, The Inscriptions ofTiglath-Pileser III, King of Assyria. 
Critical Edition, with Introductions, Translations and Commentary (Jerusalem, 1994), 
222-225 (Excursus 4). 

138 See provisionally H. Thiersch, Ependytes und Ephod: Gottesbild und Priesterkleid im 
Alten Vorderasien (Geisteswissenschaftliche Forschungen, 8; Stuttgart, 1936), 21Of 
(referring to correspondence with B. Meissner); O. Keel & Ch. Uehlinger, Der Assyrer- 
konig Salmanassar III. und Jehu von Israel auf dem Schwarzen Obelisken, ZKTh 116 
(1994), 391-420, esp. 412f; Ch. Uehlinger, Figurative Policy, Propaganda und Prophetie, 
Congress Volume Cambridge 1995 (ed. J.A. Emerton; VTSup; Leiden, 1997), in press. 

139 A. H. Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh From Drawings Made on the Spot (Lon¬ 
don, 1849), pi. 65; R. D. Barnett & M. Falkner, The Sculptures of Assur-Nasir-Apli II 
(883-859 B.C.), Tiglath-Pileser III (745-727 B.C.), Esarhaddon (681-669 B.C.) from 
the Central and South-West Palaces at Nimrud (London, 1962), 29, pis. 88, 92f. The 
identification with a campaign against Media may be disregarded since Barnett him¬ 
self changed his allegiance in favour of the Gaza thesis without, however, providing 
the decisive arguments. See id., Lachish, Ashkelon and the Camel: A Discussion of 
its Use in Southern Palestine, Palestine in the Bronze and Iron Ages (Studies O. 
Tufnell; ed. J.N. Tubb; London, 1985), 15-30, esp. 21-23. 

140 To the right of this slab, one slab which would have joined it to the next preserved 
depicting Hanun’s submission and rehabilitation, is missing. As the two soldiers on 
the right of fig. 45 show, more cult statues were originally represented. 
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ond goddess enthroned, with a more simple crown and holding a ring; 
a much smaller statue of a goddess without headdress, but holding a 
ring, standing in a kind of open box placed upon a throne; finally, a 
smiting male god with two pairs of horns protruding immediately 
from his head, holding an axe and bolts of lightning. 

B. The second example is Sargon II’s Nimrud prism inscription mentioning 
the removal of divine statues (ilani tiklisun ) as booty from Samaria. 
Whether this event should be dated to 722 or 720 depends on complex 
textual, chronological and historical arguments which cannot be dealt 
with here. Concerning the statuary issue, Bob Becking provides a 
detailed discussion elsewhere in this volume. I agree with his main con¬ 
clusion, namely that the reference to ilani tiklisun implies the removal of 
probably anthropomorphic cult statues. 141 Sargon’s Nimrud prism does 
not tell us whether cult statues of ‘Yahweh and his Asherah’ were among 
the ilani tiklisun taken from Samaria - the question was of course irrele¬ 
vant to the Assyrians - but since these two cult statues held a major posi¬ 
tion in the Israelite/Samarian official cult two or three generations earlier 
(see below, sect. 3.1), it seems to be a plausible assumption. 

As an iconographic parallel to this account, one might refer to the 
badly damaged reliefs in Dur-Sharrukin/Khorsabad, room 5, slabs 
5.4.3-upper, 142 which originally showed Assyrian soldiers carrying 
away booty from a conquered Syro-Palestinian city and presenting it 
to the king who was shown standing in his chariot. Unfortunately, 
none of the booty objects is preserved so that we have to judge from 
the attitude of the soldiers (not captives!) what precisely they might 
be carrying. Botta’s guess that city models might have been repre¬ 
sented 143 can be ruled out since such are otherwise brought by for¬ 
eigners as presents 144 and only once carried by an Assyrian courtier in 
an entirely different context. Divine statues carried by teams of sol¬ 
diers on their shoulders represent by far the most probable option. 145 

141 In my Cambridge congress lecture (above, n. 138) I had considered the possibility that 
the reference points to divine cult symbols such as standards taken to battle, since the 
ilani tiklisun are mentioned in conjunction with chariots also taken as loot. The paral¬ 
lel accounts in Khorsabad (Annals 11. 15f, Display 1. 24: A. Fuchs, Die Inschriften 
Sargons II. aus Khorsabad [Gottingen, 1994], 87f, 313f and 197, 344) do not mention 
the gods at all but only the deported inhabitants and the chariot teams added to the 
kisir sarruti , the royal core troop. Since the latter element is an independent item in 
the booty account, there seems to be no immediate semantic link between the chariot 
reference and the ilani tiklisun in the Prism. 

142 P.E. Botta & E. Flandin, Monument de Ninive. T. II: Architecture et sculpture (Paris, 
1849; repr. Osnabriick, 1972), pis. 85, 87-89. 

143 Op. cit. T. V (Paris, 1850; repr. Osnabriick, 1972), 143: ‘des objets qui sans aucun 
doute sont des representations de villes conquises’. 

144 See provisionally Ch. Uehlinger, ‘Zeichne eine Stadt ... und belagere sie!’ Bild und 
Wort in einer Zeichenhandlung Ezechiels gegen Jerusalem (Ez 4f), Jerusalem. Texte 
- Steine - Bilder (FS O. & H. Keel-Leu; ed. M. Kuchler & Ch. Uehlinger; NTOA 6; 
Fribourg/Gottingen, 1987), 109-200, esp. 166ff. 

145 The ‘reading’ of such damaged slabs may seem to be arbitrary or haphazard. It sup¬ 
poses acquaintance with the rules of Assyrian moumental art, not just the juxtaposi- 
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The crucial question remains the identity of the conquered town rep¬ 
resented to the left of this scene. N. Franklin suggested that it might 
be Samaria, while Becking prefers Hamath. 146 Both hypotheses con¬ 
flate the prism episode of the conquest of Samaria - which the respec¬ 
tive version of the Annals dates to Sargon’s accession year - with the 
revolt of 720 BCE led by Ilu/Yaubi’di of Hamath, thus relying on a 
hypothetical reconstruction of the historical events. Franklin’s identi¬ 
fication of the town depicted on slabs 0-7.6.5 as Samaria is somewhat 
at odds with the latter’s apparently minor position in the Ilu/Yaubi’di 


tion of one or two other reliefs considered to be ‘parallels’. In principle, however, 
such an endeavour is no different from that of an epigrapher being able to correctly 
supplement entire lines of a ceremonial or display inscription on the basis of genre 
rules and fixed expressions. 

146 N. Franklin, The Room V Reliefs at Dur-Sharrukin and Sargon II’s Western Cam¬ 
paigns, TA 21 (1994), 255-275; B. Becking, Assyrian Evidence for Iconic Polytheism, 
in this volume. 
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revolt. Becking’s hypothesis seems inconsistent in view of the textual 
sources relating to the suppression of the 720 revolt: Ilu/Yaubi’di of 
Hamath had taken the lead in the rebellious coalition, whilst the target 
of Sargon’s punitive campaign was the town of Qarqar where the 
coalition had assembled. No text mentions the capture of cult statues 
at Qarqar, but we should not forget that the relevant passage in the 
Annals - which might have contained the clue to our problem - has 
been lost. 147 Consequently, both Samaria and Qarqar remain potential 
candidates, and since Botta recognized, but did not draw, another 
town or fortress some slabs to the left (slab 16-upper), both towns 
may actually have been represented. 148 

C. A further spoliation of cultic statuary from Palestine is mentioned in 
Sargon’s Display inscription and in the Annals with reference to the 
Philistine city of Ashdod which was conquered by Sargon’s turtannu 
in 711 BCE. 149 

D. Ten years later, in 701 BCE, cultic statuary was taken as booty from 
the Philistine city of Ashkelon when Sennacherib deported the local 
ruler Sidqa together with his family. The Annals specifically speak of 
Sidqa’s ‘gods of the house of his father’ (ilani bit ablsu) which seems 
to imply that they were dynastic patrons in a particular way. 150 Fortu¬ 
nately, the event has been presented in a pictorial version in Room X 
of Sennacherib’s SW palace where slab 11 shows three gods being 
carried away by Assyrian soldiers (fig. 46). 151 

E. Further deportations of cult statues are mentioned in the royal inscrip¬ 
tions of Esarhaddon (e.g. from Egypt) 152 and Assurbanipal (e.g. from 
Usu, coastal Tyre). 153 

The following observations seem essential for the purpose and argument 
of this paper: Hanun’s and Sidqa’s ‘gods’ (ilani) are all naturally repre¬ 
sented in an anthropomorphic manner, and the same may also be sup¬ 
posed for the other instances. Of the gods of Gaza, three goddesses and 
one god are preserved, but it is not possible to define their mutual rela¬ 
tionship. Sidqa’s three gods are all male; females are not recorded but 


147 Note Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II. (n. 141), 314f. 

148 A detailed discussion of the room V scene will be offered in a forthcoming Festschrift 
article. 

149 See Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II. (n. 141), 220f, 348 (Display 11. 104-107); ibid., 
134, 326 (Annals 11. 25If), 38If (for the chronological matter). 

150 H. Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur in der Sargonidenzeit (FRLANT 129; Gottingen, 
1982), 350f. 

151 A. H. Layard, A Second Series of Monuments ofNiniveh (London, 1853), pi. 50; for 
the identification, see provisionally Barnett’s article cited above, n. 139. 

152 H.-J. Onasch, Die assyrischen Eroberungen Agyptens (AAT 27; Wiesbaden, 1994), 
esp. I 18f, 119(1. 11). 

153 J. Elayi, Les cites pheniciennes et l’empire assyrien a l’epoque d’Assurbanipal, RA 77 
(1983), 45-58, esp. 53-57. 
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might have been depicted on the destroyed section of the relief. All the 
preserved males belong to the smiting god type, although two among 
Sidqa’s show somewhat mixed iconography (note the high tiara, long 
robes and staff, which point to a conflation of traditions). Again, their 
mutual relationship is not clear, and they could actually be variants of 
one and the same divine dynasty patron. 

Hanun’s cult statues are of different size, with three of them almost 
3/4 life-sized, 154 while Sidqa’s statues are considerably smaller. Sen¬ 
nacherib’s relief follows stricter rules of contextual proportion than 
Tiglath-pileser’s, and Sidqa’s statues may well have been made of metal. 
In contrast, the gods of Gaza could not have been constructed of metal 
but were probably composite statues made of various materials, the core 
being either wood (the most probable choice given the free-sculptured 
arms of the deities) with fine metal coating, ivory or stone inlays, or 
stone painted and/or inlaid, or large terracotta (although one would fear, 
in this case, for the security of the statues being transported...) - in this 
order of probability. Two statues were apparently kept in a box-like 
naos, with one of them placed upon a throne. One is reminded, of 
course, of the shrine models discussed above and illustrated in figs. 8-10 
and 23-25 , but a wooden naos is an equally plausible alternative. 

I would like to stress the fact that the representation of Assyrian sol¬ 
diers carrying away cult statues from a conquered town is not just a 
stock element in the narrative iconography of Assyrian palace reliefs - 
no more than a respective textual reference should be considered a mere 
topos in the royal inscriptions. Where the reliefs show such a scene, they 
relate to an actual event and thus display historical key evidence. Taken 
together with the archaeological primary evidence presented in sections 
2.2. and 2.4., these confirm our thesis that royally-sponsored official 
cults in Iron Age II B-C Palestine generally focussed upon anthropo¬ 
morphic cult images. Bearing in mind the accidents of archaeological 
discovery, it should be noted that statues such as the larger ones shown 
on the Tiglath-pileser relief, especially those made of precious materials, 
are very unlikely ever to be found in excavations, but the relief in itself 
provides indisputable evidence that such large statuary actually existed 
in the official (royally-sponsored) cult of Gaza. This demonstrates once 
again that the absence of archaeological evidence should not be taken for 
evidence of its absence tout court . 

154 While the Tiglath-pileser reliefs may not necessarily represent exact proportions, the 
different size of the third goddess nevertheless implies awareness of size variation and 
a considerable height of three of the four statues. 
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2.4. Iron Age II C (late 8th - early 6th cent.) 

Metal statuary: Egyptian 26th-dynasty metal statuary found during the 
recent excavations at Ashkelon in the winery area, includes a bronze 
statuette of Osiris and other finds related to ritual practices, viz. bronze 
situlae depicting Egyptian anthropomorphic deities (e.g. Min) and a 
bronze offering table displaying further Egyptian deities (e.g., Anubis, 
Horus, Heqet) in theriomorphic form. 155 The city seems to have had 
strong ties to Egypt during that time and possibly hosted a permanent 
Egyptian colony running its own sanctuary. The recent finds have led 
the excavators to conclude that a hoard of 25 bronze statuettes (repre¬ 
senting, e.g., Osiris, Isis and Horus, Harpocrates, Amun, Thot, Anubis, 
Bastet, Renenutet, and the Apis bull), found during earlier excavations 
and initially dated to the Persian period, 156 should now also be assigned 
to the late 7th cent. This in turn prompts a re-dating to that same 
period 157 of an Osiris statuette found in loc. 201 at Gibeon, and further 
finds of the kind at other sites. 158 Note that the Ashkelon hoard also 
contained two bronze statuettes of male deities in local style, one short- 
kilted which might be compared to the second god of the Sennacherib 
relief in fig. 46, the other, more crudely executed wearing a long robe 
and conical headdress. 159 

Stone statuary: Limestone statuary dated to the 7th and early 6th cent, 
comes again from Transjordan, viz. Ammon 160 and Moab, 161 including 
male heads with atef crown, 162 a bare-headed male or female, 163 a 
female(?) head with atef crown 164 and unadorned female heads. 165 The 


155 L.E. Stager, The Fury of Babylon. Ashkelon and the Archaeology of Destruction, 
BAR 22,1 (1996) 56-77, esp. 61f. 

156 J. H. Iliffe, A Hoard of Bronzes from Ashkelon, c. fourth century B.C., QDAP 5 
(1936), 61-68. 

157 Cf. E. Stem, Material Culture of the Land of the Bible in the Persian Period 538-332 
B.C. (Warminster/Jerusalem, 1982), 160, 111, 273 n. 86. 

158 E.g., an Osiris bronze statuette from Tell Deir ‘Alla, Neith and Apis statuettes from 
Tell es-Seba‘, etc. 

159 Iliffe, A Hoard (n. 156), 67 no. 12-13. 

160 A. Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen (n. 103), groups IV-V; A.-J. ‘Amr, Four Ammonite 
Sculptures from Jordan, ZDPV 106 (1990), 114-118. 

161 Kerak: U. Hiibner, Die erste grossformatige Rundplastik aus dem eisenzeitlichen 
Moab, UP 21 (1989), 227-231. 

162 Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen (n. 103), 3If, nos. XVIII (= ‘Amr, Sculptures [n. 160], 
115 no. 2, pi. 7:B; with sockets to fix eyes of more precious material) and nos. XVIII- 
XX, pi. XI; ‘Amr, op. cit., 114f no. 1, pi. 7:A; Oman, A Man (n. 112), no. 13. 

163 Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen (n. 103), 28-31, nos. XII-XVII, pis. VIII-X; Hiibner, 
Rundplastik (n. 161). 

164 ‘Amr, Sculptures (n. 160), 116 no. 4, pi. 8:B. 

165 Ibid., 115f no. 3, pi. 8:A; A.-J. ‘Amr, An Ammonite Votive Dolomite Statue, PEQ 
119 (1987), 33-38; and the female head mentioned in the following footnote. The 
Janus-headed female heads (Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen [n. 103], 32-34, nos. XXI- 
XXIV) clearly had an architectural function, perhaps serving as balustrade decoration, 
and do not belong to our discussion. 
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atef -crowned heads may safely be regarded as images of the major 
Ammonite god. Again, a divine couple may be attested, although the 
respective female head, privately owned, is unpublished and the exact 
provenance of the two sculptures remains unknown. 166 
When U. Hiibner re-published the Moabite head some years ago, he 
rightly stressed a point which is also of importance for our general 
argument: ‘Die Tatsache, daB bis jetzt aus Ammon nur Statuen, aber 
keine Reliefs, aus Moab nur Reliefs, aber keine groBeren Skulpturen 
und aus Edom [nor, we might add, Judah] weder das eine noch das 
andere bekannt geworden waren, zeigt die Zufalligkeit des Fundmate- 
rials und mahnt zur Vorsicht bei generellen historischen SchluBfol- 
gerungen aus derart fragmentarischen Befunden.’ 167 

Terracotta statuary: The existence of relatively large terracotta statu¬ 
ary within the territorial reach of Iron Age Judah has found definite 
confirmation in the finds at Horvat Qitmit (late 7th cent.). 168 Most 
explicit for our purpose are the already famous head of a goddess 
with triple-homed crown, which originally belonged to a free-stand¬ 
ing statue ca. 30-40cm in height (fig . 47), 169 and fragments of a male 
deity once attached to a stand (fig . 48 ). 170 In addition to these, 
Qitmit has produced numerous examples of anthropomorphic statu¬ 
ary of a kind already attested in the Late Bronze Age, with the body 
formed by a vessel and the head, arms and other features applied 
afterwards (fig . 49 ), 171 a genre known from other Palestinian sites 
such as Tell Abu el-Kharaz, 172 Jerusalem, 173 Tel ‘Erani, 174 and ‘En 


166 A female head with rosette diadem in the A. Spaer collection (Jerusalem) is said to 
come from the same place: see Oman, A Man (n. Ill), no. 13 and J. M. Cahill, 
Rosette Stamp Seal Impressions from Ancient Judah, IEJ 45 (1995), 230-252, esp. 
251 n. 33. The couple should not be regarded as ‘an Ammonite king and queen’, as 
maintained by Cahill, but rather as god and goddess as indicated by the former’s atef 
crown. 

167 Hiibner, Rundplastik (n. 161), 230. Considerable technical skill and iconographical 
knowledge is implied for the artists who had executed the cultic sculptures within the 
temple precinct referred to in Ezek 8:10-12 (see Schroer, Bilder [n. 4], 71-75), but 
these could well have been Egyptian sculptors. 

168 See now P. Beck’s masterful Catalogue of cult objects and study of the iconography, 
Horvat Qitmit. An Edomite Shrine in the Biblical Negev (ed. I. Beit-Arieh; Tel Aviv, 
1995), 27-208. 

169 Ibid., no. 68, cf. 118ff. 

170 Ibid., no. 60. 

171 Ibid., nos. 23-24. 

172 P. M. Fischer, Tall Abu al-Kharaz: The Swedish Jordan expedition 1992. Third Sea¬ 
son Preliminary Excavation Report, ADAJ 38 (1994), 127-145, esp. 130-133, 137 fig. 
6:1; id., Minerva 7,5 (1996), 32, fig. 10. 

173 A. D. Tushingham et al.. Excavations in Jerusalem 1961-1967, Vol. I (London/ 
Toronto, 1985), 18 (where the reference to a ‘moulded face’ must be erroneous), 292, 
356 fig. 4:10. 

174 Area A, ‘upper Israelite stratum’ (= str. IV?), early 6th cent.: Sh. Yeivin, First Pre¬ 
liminary Report on the Excavations at Tel Gat (Tell Sheykh ’Ahmed el-‘Areyny), Sea¬ 
sons 1956-1958 (Jerusalem, 1961), pi. 111:3; cf. Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 113. 
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Figs. 47, 48, 49, 50, 51 & 52 
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Haseva (fig. 50 ). 175 While these are predominantly male, females are 
also well attested. 176 Given the absence of particular divine attrib¬ 
utes, most jar-shaped statues may be considered to represent wor¬ 
shippers, 177 among them a king 178 and local dignitaries (as at ‘En 
Haseva). Doubts are permitted, however, at least in the case of 
armed figures holding a sword from Qitmit 179 which are more likely 
to be deities, be it only for matters of etiquette. 180 
The ‘En Haseva evidence, where the central(?) cult object was a well- 
hewn stele with minimal iconic features (fig. 50 ), 181 neatly demon¬ 
strates that the use of anthropomorphic statuary for worshippers did 
not necessarily entail an anthropomorphic representation of the deity. 
In the less peripheral and more complex regional sanctuary of Qitmit, 
however, a massebah standing in front of the adjacent tower, anthro¬ 
pomorphic deities, and representations of human worshippers existed 
side by side. The material from Qitmit is all the more interesting 
since it proves the persistence, in the late 7th cent., of a number of 
other genres of figurative terracotta production with iconographical 
features which would otherwise have been thought to have been 
restricted to earlier periods. Thanks to P. Beck’s meticulous study, 
badly fragmented pieces can now be recognized as having originally 
belonged to various model shrines (fig. 57, at least this one brought 
from elsewhere, not locally produced), 182 cult stands 183 (note particu¬ 
larly a nude goddess probably standing upon a lion, fig. 52), 184 and 


175 See provisionally R. Cohen & Y. Yisrael, On the Road to Edom. Discoveries from ( En 
Haseva (The Israel Museum catalogue no. 370; Jerusalem, 1995); P. Beck, Horvat 
Qitmit revisited via ‘En Hazeva, TA 23 (1996), 102-114. 

176 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 50-52, no. 25, and several head fragments; one female statue 
from ‘En Haseva. 

177 Beck, TA 23 (n. 175), 111. 

178 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 60-62, nos. 45 and 47, cf. p. 115. 

179 Ibid., 62f, no. 46; note the swords ibid., 173-175, nos. 212-213, and the smaller frag¬ 
ments 92f nos. 84-89. Among the fragments of large hollow, jar-shaped anthropo¬ 
morphic statues which she considers to be worshippers, Beck has also registered some 
fragments of body members modeled in the round (e.g., nos. 48-49) which might as 
well have belonged to statues of divine character. 

180 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 187, refers to the sword of no. 46, which she believes to have 
belonged to a warrior worshipper, to underline the martial aspect of the Qitmit deities. 

181 This may be the type of cult object implied by the term ’eben maskit in Lev 26:1. 

182 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 99-103, nos. 107-108, with pp. 123 and 183 on non-Negebite 
origin; for other shrine model fragments, see ibid., 143f, no. 163 (dove on lintel); 
169-173, nos. 203-210. 

183 Note also the so-called ‘bird stand’ from ‘En Haseva with the representation of a 
human or divine couple(?) standing between goats, Cohen & Yisrael, On the Road (n. 
175), 26 (illustrated hebr. p. 28 and ESI 15 [1996], xii upper left). 

184 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 103ff, no. 110. The restoration, if correct, might also prompt a 
re-evaluation of the date of two fragments of a stand or shrine model of unspecified 
Palestinian origin, which both show a nude woman holding her breasts and standing 
upon a crouching lion: W. D. E. Coulson, Palestinian Objects at the University of 
Minnesota (Monographic Journals of the Near East. Occasional Papers on the Near 
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figurines. 185 Thus, a very complex and multi-faceted picture emerges 
of a cult in which major deities, ‘visiting deities’, worshippers, musi¬ 
cians and the like were assembled, with numerous animal figurines 
(most notably ostriches) offered as votives, not to speak of other 
objects which together formed what has been rightly called ‘a com¬ 
prehensive inventory of the furniture of an open shrine’. 186 Last but 
not least, the Qitmit evidence has given a fatal blow to all theorizing 
about ‘peripheral aniconism’. Clearly, the desert and the steppe do 
not naturally bring forth aniconic nomads. 

Ivory statuaiy: Some terracotta figurines from Gezer, Amman, and 
Qitmit show details in their treatment of, e.g., hair-styles which recall 
comparable stylistic features in ivory-carvings, and have been consid¬ 
ered as cheap imitations of such. 187 To my knowledge, ivory statuary is 
almost entirely absent from the archaeological record of Iron II B-C 
Palestine, but in order to be sure that this is merely due to the accidents 
of discovery, one need only bear in mind Sennacherib’s reference to 
Hezekiah’s presents of submission, as confirmed by a statuette head of 
unspecified Judahite provenance (fig. 53, 8th or 7th cent.). 188 

Terracotta figurines: Pillar and plaque figurines of the kind already men¬ 
tioned continued to be produced during Iron Age II C. Finds from 
Moab attest the existence of male figurines with moulded heads (e.g., 
fig. 54 from Kh. el-Mudeyyine, 189 others from el-Balu‘ 190 ) alongside 
female versions. A new type, the so-called Dea Tyria and related figur¬ 
ines, mostly female, appear during the 7th cent., apparently initiating 
from Phoenicia. 191 On the other hand, the specifically Judahite pillar 
figurines seem to have disappeared some time during the later 7th cent. 
While this phenomenon ‘should not be related to any ‘cult reform’ in a 
simplistic manner’, 192 we still lack a better explanation, and the possi¬ 
bility that it reflects a cultic realignment entailing some loss of status 
for Asherah should also not be excluded a priori. 193 


East 2/2; Malibu, 1986), 22f, 28 fig. 5. 

185 Note that the Qitmit fragments which were first attributed to masks are now thought 
to have belonged to anthropomorphic statuettes (Beck, TA 23 [n. 175], 102f). 

186 Beck, Qitmit (n. 168), 179. 

187 Ibid., 182 with reference to earlier observations by R. Amiran and R. Domemann, The 
Archaeology of the Transjordan (n. 103), 163. 

188 R. Hachlili & Y. Meshorer, Highlights from the Collection of the Reuben and Edith 
Hecht Museum (Catalogue no. 1; Haifa, 1986), 35. 

189 N. Glueck, Explorations in Eastern Palestine, I, AASOR 14 (1933-34), esp. 22f and 
fig. 6a-b; Uehlinger, Kultstatue, 89 and 97 Abb. Ibis; Kletter, Judean pillar figurines 
(n. 62), 240 no. 4.IV.3. 

190 U. Worschech, Figurinen aus el-Balu‘ (Jordanien), ZDPV 111 (1995), 185-192, esp. 
189f with fig. 4b; and cf. Glueck, op. cit. (n. 189), 25 fig. 7. 

191 See Kletter, Judean pillar figurines (n. 62), 280ff. 

192 Ibid., 42. 

193 Cf. Ch. Uehlinger, Gab es eine joschijanische Kultreform? Pladoyer fur ein begriin- 
detes Minimum, Jeremia und die »deuteronomistische Bewegung« (ed. W. GroB; 
BBB 98; Frankfurt am Main, 1994), 57-89, esp. 81-83. 
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54 


Figs. 53 & 54 


The Assyrian conquests of the late 8th and early 7th centuries con¬ 
tributed significantly to the spread of Aramaean astral cults, particularly 
the worship of the moon god of Harran who was considered to be one of 
the major patrons of the Assyrian empire’s western expansion. 194 A 
number of Mesopotamian deities, namely Ishtar, Marduk, Nabu, and the 
deities of certain resettled communities also became better known in 
Palestine, where the new mix of cultures brought about by the pax 
Assyriaca also influenced local cult practices. In their main sanctuaries 
far away, these foreign gods were of course worshipped and cared for in 
the form of anthropomorphic statues. At the western periphery of the 
empire, however, their presence and power were mostly mediated 
through non-anthropomorphic cultic symbols such as the crescent stan¬ 
dard of Sin, the spade of Marduk, or the stylus of Nabu (fig. 55 from 
Tell Keisan). The Palestinian glyptic of the 7th century is a telling wit¬ 
ness to the adoption, into the local religious symbol system, of deities 
recognizable either in the heavenly bodies themselves or in non-anthro¬ 
pomorphic cultic symbols (fig. 56 from Mt. Nebo). 195 It is tempting to 
interpret the ‘En Haseva stela (fig. 50) as a local blend of a traditional 
massebah with the crescent symbol, especially when taken in conjunc¬ 
tion with a bulla from the city of David (fig. 57) and the seal of MSKT 
BN WHZM again from ‘En Haseva (fig. 58). 196 

194 For references, see above n. 16 and Uehlinger, Figurative Policy (n. 138). 

195 GGG §§ 168-188. 

196 Note P. Beck’s alternative explanation that the ‘En Haseva stele shows bovine horns 
(TA 23 [n. 175], 109). 
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Figs. 55, 56, 57 & 58 

This development did not prevent the continuing production of 
anthropomorphic cultic statuary, as both Transjordanian sculpture and 
the terracotta statuary from Qitmit and other sites attest. It is quite evi¬ 
dent that traditional forms of worship subsisted within the new frame¬ 
work of the pax Assyriaca. Once the Assyrian hegemony in Palestine 
receded towards the middle of the century, it was largely taken over by 
the Egyptian 26th dynasty. We do not know whether the 20cm long 
golden uraeus recently found at Ekron, which was originally part of a 
crown or diadem, belonged to the statue of a god or a king, possibly a 
pharaoh of the 26th dynasty. 197 Like the Egyptian metal statuary from 
Ashkelon and other sites, it highlights the impact of the new overlords in 


197 Anonymous, Golden Cobra From Ekron’s Last Days, BAR 22,1 (1996), 28. 
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Palestine, a fact also reflected in a renewed diffusion of scarabs and 
amulets. It would not be appropriate here to go into the details of 
Ezekiel’s polemic against Egypt and gillulim. Suffice it to say that a 
polemic by an exile of the first generation, who took an adaptive Baby- 
lonist and anti-Egyptian stance in the heated debates of the early 6th 
century, is most plausibly to be placed against the background of the 
strong Egyptian involvement in Palestine towards the end of the 7th cen¬ 
tury. 

Turning again to Qitmit, which probably preceded Ezekiel’s polemic 
by half a generation or so, this site and its impressive finds have created 
an interesting historical puzzle since the place was within the reach of 
Judah towards the end of the 7th century - without, as far as we can tell, 
being Judahite in the proper sense. I. Beit-Arieh and P. Beck have 
repeatedly stressed the non-Judahite (or rather, Edomite) character of 
Qitmit on the basis of Transjordanian, and more particularly Edomite 
connections, in pottery and statuary and in the presence of the divine 
name QWS. m Their emphasis has been contradicted by I. Finkelstein 199 
who contends that the Qitmit material reflects ‘the strong cultural influ¬ 
ence of southern Transjordan on the local population of the Judahite 
southern steppe - town dwellers and pastoral nomads alike’ 200 but ques¬ 
tions at the same time the assumption of Edomite political domination in 
the area. Finkelstein sees Qitmit as an isolated shrine for pastoral 
nomads - predominantly Arab - living within Judahite territory, as also 
traders, caravaneers and miners, most of them from Edom and the south¬ 
ern coastal plain: 

Horvat Qitmit was venerated, perhaps even established, by the local pas¬ 
toral nomads. Among their deities was the Edomite god Qos. It was a 
road shrine on one of the main routes of the Arabian trade, which con¬ 
nected Arabia via Edom and the Beer-sheba Valley with Philistia. It is 
located at the ‘gates’ of the settled lands for those coming from the south, 
and at the threshold of the great deserts for those going south. The special 
cultural melange of Horvat Qitmit represents the culture of the different 
people who were active on the southern routes. The sharp contrast 
between the finds in the two contemporary cult sites of the region Arad 
and Horvat Qitmit should be understood on this background: Arad was 

198 Beit-Arieh, Qitmit (n. 168), 254f, 259-262, 264-267, 303-316; Beck, ibid., 113, 179- 
183, 185, 189f; ead., TA 23 (n. 175), 11 If. 

199 Horvat Qitmit and the Southern Trade in the Late Iron Age II, ZDPV 108 (1992) 156- 
170; cf. id., Living on the Fringe: The Archaeology and History of the Negev, Sinai 
and Neighbouring Regions in the Bronze and Iron Ages (Monographs on Mediter¬ 
ranean Archaeology 6; Sheffield, 1995), 139-153. 

200 Horvat Qitmit , 157. 
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an ‘authorized’ sanctuary of the Judahite administration in the south, 
whereas Qitmit was (...) not a state enterprise, but rather a popular cult 
place for wayfarers and for the local Arabs. The cultural melange seen in 
its finds indicates that it was visited by caravaneers of various origins 
Arabs, Phoenicians, Judahites, Edomites and others; at the same time it 
reflects the special cultural koine of the period. 201 

The major point for our purpose is the interpretation of the contrasting 
sets of evidence from the Qitmit shrine and the Arad sanctuary. The lat¬ 
ter, which housed no cultic image but two or three masseboth in an ear¬ 
lier phase (‘str.’ X or XI) and one single massebah in a later phase 
(‘str.’ IX or X?), 202 is often regarded as a major, if not the main, proof 
of the essentially aniconic character of Judahite religion. At the close of 
her meticulous study of the Qitmit statuary and figurines, P. Beck 
advances a religio-historical theory which opposes the Qitmit material 
evidence to 

the complete absence of human figures from Judaean and Israelite sites dur¬ 
ing the Iron Age. (...) The striking variance from the finds in the Judaean 
shrines of the period, e. g. Arad, where no statues have been found, perhaps 
reflects the prohibition of imagery in temples throughout the First Temple 
period. It appears that despite the claim of some scholars that the absence of 
Iron Age statuary should be attributed to archaeological chance, the cumu¬ 
lative evidence of a century of archaeological excavations bears eloquent 
testimony to an intentional abstention from making statues. 203 

Suddenly, the archaeologist and historian finds herself carried away by 
a rhetoric which goes far beyond her previous analysis. Several over¬ 
generalisations in the quoted statement are unwarranted on purely his¬ 
torical and documentary grounds, and rather remind one of (secular¬ 
ized) religious teaching: how can we talk of a ‘complete absence 
of human figures from Judaean and Israelite sites during the Iron 
Age’ in the light of the evidence to the contrary adduced above (and 
with which P. Beck is familiar)? Why should we assume that the 
evidence from Arad, which is the only temple we really know from 
Iron Age Judah, ‘reflects the prohibition of imagery in temples (sic) 
throughout the First Temple period’? What is, one wonders, that 
‘cumulative evidence of a century of archaeological excavations’ 

201 Ibid., 162 and 166. 

202 See Mettinger’s fine presentation of the published evidence in No Graven Image (n. 
6), 143-149.1 am in complete agreement with his and U. Avner’s thesis that the finds 
from Arad witness to a development from two or three deities represented (‘Yahweh 
and his Asherah’?) to a single, central symbol of the divine (‘Yahweh alone’?). 

203 Qitmit (n. 168), 182. 
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which could give us positive material insight into the basic aniconism of 
temples, regional sanctuaries and local shrines in Iron Age Judah? The 
truth of the matter is that a century of archaeology in Palestine has pro¬ 
duced no more cult structures from the heartland of Judah than the 
Lachish room 49, the Jerusalem tumuli, Cave 1 and the Arad sanctuary, 
i.e. a rather insecure basis on which to reconstruct Judahite cultic prac¬ 
tices ‘throughout the First Temple period’ with any degree of certainty. 
The finds from Qitmit and ‘En Haseva came as much as a surprise a few 
years ago as the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions, drawings, and mural 
paintings did in the 1970s. There is thus no reason to think that even 
after a century of excavations, archaeology will cease to tell us anything 
new about the history of Israelite and Judahite religions. 

According to Beck, it is ‘very difficult to explain historically the co¬ 
existence in such proximity of these different cult centres unless they 
served two different peoples.’ 204 But must we necessarily understand the 
striking contrast between the two cult places in terms of ethnical differ¬ 
ence, viz. Edomite vs. (Israelite and) Judahite religion? Must we con¬ 
sider the fragmentary finds from Tel ‘Erani and Jerusalem as mere acci¬ 
dents or objects brought in by some foreigner, and believe that Judahite 
Yahwism was always aniconic and that it adhered to an essentially dif¬ 
ferent concept of the divine? Should we not rather interpret the Qitmit- 
Arad contrast in terms of a distinct social background of the two places, 
as Finkelstein suggests? I would maintain that the latter thesis is per¬ 
fectly in line with the archaeological facts, as far as I understand them, 
and that it is less burdened with concepts rooted in Biblical notions 
about the difficult ethnical, political and religious relationship prevailing 
between Judah and Edom. Finkelstein’s model would also open up 
important perspectives for our main problem: firstly, without making the 
worshippers of Qitmit all Judahites, which would be nonsense, his thesis 
suggests that cult practices focusing on anthropomorphic statuary could 
actually be implemented well within the boundaries or reach of 7th cen¬ 
tury Judah. This, by the way, is perfectly in line with the biblical portrait 
of the reign of Manasseh (2 Kings 21), religious polemics aside. Sec¬ 
ondly, it allows us to grasp the multi-cultural character of Judahite so¬ 
ciety particularly along the trade routes, and probably in the capital too, 
where Arabs and other visitors or residents are well attested in the 8th 
and 7th centuries. 205 Finally, the thesis lays the foundations for a better 

204 Ibid., 185. 

205 Y. Shiloh, South Arabian Inscriptions from the City of David, PEQ 119 (1987), 9-18; 

B. Sass, Arabs and Greeks in Late First Temple Jerusalem, PEQ 122 (1990), 59-61. 
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understanding of a difficult historical problem of a slightly later period, 
namely how the anti-iconic movement of the 6th and 5 th centuries was 
able to build upon a rhetoric of ethnical (or pseudo-ethnical) exclu¬ 
sion. 206 

To sum up, while Qitmit is certainly not a Judahite site in terms of 
Judahite ‘official’ state religion, it lies well within Judah and is thus an 
integral part of Judah’s religious history. It remains to be investigated by 
future research whether the cult practised at Qitmit would have been 
considered to be incompatible with Yahwistic belief by a provincial 7th- 
century Judahite subject. On the basis of the documentary evidence cur¬ 
rently available, it seems reasonable to assume that Judahite Yahwists 
could, on occasion, join in with other people at Qitmit or ‘En Haseva 
and worship both the mighty goddess with the triple-homed tiara and 
Qaus - whom they would probably have recognized as a close relative 
of Yahweh, if not altogether as ‘Yahweh of the South’. 


3. Anthropomorphic cult statues of Yahweh and associated deities 

As a general conclusion from the above overview, we may state that dur¬ 
ing Iron Age II major cults and temples attached to royal sponsorship 
were centred upon iconic statuary and that the latter was generally 
anthropomorphic. Evidence for this comes from Philistine cities such as 
Gaza and Ashkelon (Assyrian reliefs and inscriptions), from the kingdom 
of Israel (Dan, Assyrian inscription and possibly relief), and from 
Ammon (stone statuary from citadel area). To these we could add the 
Phoenician cities and Aram-Damascus which for the sake of brevity 
have not been included in our discussion. May we assume that the situ¬ 
ation in Moab, Edom and Judah was not totally different? As a matter of 
fact, all three areas provide sufficient, and sometimes massive, evidence 
for the use of anthropomorphic statuary and/or figurines in various ‘non- 
official’ contexts, among them local sanctuaries, house cults, etc. 

We should not, of course, ignore the fact that other, ‘aniconic’ forms of 
worship existed beside the central iconic cults, particularly in the form of 
the worship of standing stones. In Iron Age II Judah, masseboth worship 
is well attested, e.g., in Lachish (room 49) and at Arad. I have been argu¬ 
ing, however, that such irrefutable evidence of ‘aniconic’ worship is part 
of a larger picture and should not be taken in isolation. It should neither 


206 See above, n. 4. 
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be generalised beyond measure nor be taken for proof of a general and 
principal Judahite aniconism. We should rather consider it as one par¬ 
ticular phenomenon, widespread and well-attested, among various cult 
forms of Iron Age Palestine. 

One major set of evidence for Israelite and Judahite cults in Iron Age 
II B-C, has not yet been addressed here, although in principle it belongs 
to the primary source material assembled and discussed in the previous 
sections: it is now time to consider the inscriptional references to ‘Yah- 
weh and his Asherah’. 

3.1 . ‘Yahweh and his Asherah ’ 

The epigraphical data from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Khirbet el-Kom are 
well-known and need no repetition here. 207 The relevant paragraphs in 
GGG aimed first and foremost at a kind of ‘holistic’ understanding of 
the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud local ‘micro-system’ (i.e. the architecture and its 
decoration in image and script, the pithoi and their drawings and inscrip¬ 
tions, as well as selected inscribed objects), rather than at a definite 
standpoint regarding the ‘goddess or cult symbol’ issue. 208 We did, how¬ 
ever, take an option in that debate too, and the present article offers me 
the opportunity to mention a few sensitive points in respect of which I 
now depart from positions taken in GGG; at the same time, it allows me 
to respond to another recently stated opinion concerning the use of Kun¬ 
tillet ‘Ajrud iconography in the search for an image of Yahweh. 

The first point concerns the linguistic problem posed by the syntagm 
‘DNl(male) (+GN) and DN2(female)+suffix(3.m.sg.)’. This has long 
been considered a problem in Hebrew because of the second element’s 
apparent double determination if DN2 were read as a proper name 
(Asherah) rather than as a common noun (asherah, viz. a cultic symbol). 
A number of syntax specialists have stressed, however, that this diffi¬ 
culty is purely relative, since the syntagm ‘DN1 of GN’ is itself a clear 


207 See more recently H.-P. Muller, Kolloquialsprache und Volksreligion in den 
Inschriften von Kuntillet ‘AgrQd und Hirbet el-Qom, ZAH 5 (1992), 15-51; S.A. Wig¬ 
gins, A Reassessment of ‘Asherah’. A Study According to the Textual Sources of the 
First Two Millennia B.C.E. (AOAT 235; Kevelaer - Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1993), esp. 
165-188; P. Merlo, L’Aserah di Yhwh a Kuntillet ‘Ajrud: Rassegna critica degli studi 
e delle interpretazioni, SEL 11 (1994), 21-53; Ch. Frevel, Aschera (n. 29), 854-898; 
J. Renz & W. Rollig, Handbuch der althebraischen Epigraphik (Darmstadt, 1995), 1/1 
47-64,1/2 89-93; P. Xella, Le dieu et «sa» deesse: l’utilisation des suffixes pronomi- 
naux avec des theonymes d’Ebla a Ugarit et a Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, UF 27 (1995; publ. 
1996), 599-610. 

208 GGG §§ 129-147. 
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example of double determination. It follows that double determination 
was apparently possible in ancient Israelite and Judahite language, at 
least in particular instances. Once the syntactical problem is removed, 
the semantic question can be more open-mindedly addressed and the 
Hebrew inscriptions compared to other West Semitic inscriptional ‘par¬ 
allels’. To the Ugaritic instances (esp .for Gathru I for his ‘ Anat ) pointed 
out by O. Loretz a few years ago, 209 P. Xella has now added references 
from Ebla mentioning Rashap of Ada-Nl and his Adamma , 210 Rashap of 
Duneb ... and his Adamma and Kura and his Barama 211 in texts which 
deal with donations to particular deities. These ‘parallels’, while not 
being part of benediction formulae as in the Hebrew inscriptions, reflect 
the same syntagmatic construction ‘DNl(male)+GN and DN2(female)+ 
suffix(3.m.sg.)’ or ‘DNl(male) and DN2(female)+suffix(3.m.sg.)’ and 
clearly relate to divine couples, or rather to their cult statues. 

The Ugaritic and Eblaitic references can help to explain the double 
determination issue. According to Xella, the syntagm ‘DN2(female)+suf- 
fix(3.m.sg.)’ aims at identifying as precisely as possible the DN2(female) 
mentioned, namely the one whose cult statue is paired with that of 
DNl(male): 

en eblai'te comme en ugaritique, est clairement atteste l’usage d’appliquer 
un suffixe possessif a un nom divin, au sein d’un couple de divinites , afin 
de souligner l’«appartenance» de la seconde divinite (toujours une 
deesse) a son paredre; dans l’un et 1’autre cas, on a bien affaire a des 
theonymes, mais en realite materialises, pour ainsi dire, a travers leurs 
statues de culte qui, d’un point de vue visuel aussi, devaient se presenter 
l’une a cote de 1’autre aux yeux des acteurs du culte et des fideles. 212 

From the comparatist’s point of view, the most reasonable conclusion 
would be that the Hebrew inscriptions also refer to a divine couple as 
represented in particular cult statues. The Eblaitic texts clearly refer to 
anthropomorphic statuary since they mention a bracelet, a dagger and 
other statue attributes. Anthropomorphic shape may also be reasonably 
surmised from the Ugaritic and the Hebrew references, the latter inscrip¬ 
tions pointing to a number of local pairings of probably anthropomor¬ 
phic cult statues representing the divine couple ‘Yahweh and his 
Asherah’: one in Samaria, another in the South ( HTMN ), and a third in 
Judah (if in the Khirbet el-Kom inscription one reads LYHWH WL’S- 
RTH ), probably in Jerusalem. This interpretation cannot be considered 

209 M. Dietrich & O. Loretz, ‘Jahwe und seine Aschera’ (n. 5), 39-76. 

210 Cf. F. Pomponio, Adamma paredra di Rasap, SEL 10 (1993) 3-7. 

211 Xella, Le dieu et «sa» deesse (n. 207), 604-607. 

212 Ibid., 610. 
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proven beyond doubt, particularly in the latter instance which allows no 
certainty, but it does seem perfectly reasonable on the basis of the con¬ 
textual evidence assembled in the present paper. To be sure, the alterna¬ 
tive view identifying ‘his asherah’ as a cult symbol, usually a wooden 
pole, cannot be totally excluded. One should remember, however, that 
this view has usually been argued on the basis of a whole cluster of 
assumptions (on Hebrew syntax, early Israelite henotheism, the lack of a 
paredros besides Yahweh, and our own theory about the recession of 
anthropomorphism in Iron Age iconography and Yahweh’s integrative 
take-over of the attributes of other deities, including goddesses) some of 
which cannot withstand critical examination. Entia non sunt multipli- 
canda prceter necessitatem - the straightforward explanation favoured 
here is the most economical one, in terms of scholarly argument. 

3.2. No picture of ‘Yahweh and his Asherah ’ at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud 

I thus depart from my earlier opinion that the syntagm ‘Yahweh and his 
Asherah’ refers to an (invisible) male god and a non-anthropomorphic 
cult symbol, viz. a stylized tree. A suggestive cylinder seal found at Beth- 
Shean in str. IV (8th cent.) and referred to in GGG , 213 whether it be a 
Late Bronze Age heirloom 214 or not, gave some welcome support to this 
thesis but cannot be regarded as decisive evidence. Most other recent 
attempts to identify pictorial representations of ‘Yahweh and his 
Asherah’ (or of the latter only) refer to the drawings on two pithoi from 
Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. The methodological pitfalls of any haphazard associa¬ 
tion of selected drawings and inscriptions are discussed at some length in 
GGG . 215 The following remarks, therefore, concentrate on a recently pub¬ 
lished and somehow ingenious suggestion presented by B. B. Schmidt. 216 

Schmidt’s aim was to ‘reevaluate a crucial archaeological datum in an 
effort to interface textual data and material artifact within a theoretical 
framework that attempts to relate image and text from a semiotic per¬ 
spective’ 217 - indeed, a most commendable enterprise. Schmidt is con¬ 
vinced that ‘both a legitimate image of yhwh and a distinctive set of ani¬ 
mation rituals are presupposed in the biblical traditions’ and that 
‘nowhere in the biblical traditions was the ban on images necessarily 
understood by its early readers/hearers as an unqualified prohibition 

213 GGG § 181 with fig. 308. 

214 Cf. Hartenstein, Beitrag (n. 29), 82-84. 

215 Op. cit. § 129 142f. 

216 Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition (n. 5), 75-105. 

217 Op. cit., 77. 
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against all concrete forms of the deity.’ 218 This interesting thesis is based 
upon two major premises: (a) the biblical texts usually read as straight¬ 
forward prohibitions of any Yahweh image explicitly exclude anthropo¬ 
morphic or theriomorphic images, whilst ancient Near Eastern iconogra¬ 
phy knew other types of representations; (b) the prohibition texts do not 
dwell on images of Mischwesen (i.e. composite forms comprising theri¬ 
omorphic and anthropomorphic elements). The one Yahweh image that 
the biblical authors considered to be legitimate could thus have been pre¬ 
cisely that: an image of the Mischwesen type. 

This is where Schmidt turns to the archaeological data: as is well- 
known, two Bes-like Mischwesen and the ‘Yahweh of Samaria and his 
Asherah’ inscription overlap on pithos A from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud (fig. 
59). 219 P. Beck and other authors have argued that the drawings and 
inscription were applied to the pithos in a particular sequence A M/ A 0 —» 
A N —> Inscr p. A 1,220 | 3 Ut Schmidt draws upon an analogy from redactional 
criticism and suggests that 

for the ‘final redactor’ of the scene on pithos A, the confluence of figures 
and inscription may have in fact conveyed a significant, unified field of 
meaning! Assuming that the parts comprising the final scene are to be 
related as a single unit (...), it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that by 
recording the inscription, someone consciously sought to interpret the 
drawings as a depiction of Yahweh and his Asherah. 221 

This brings him to the following conclusion: 

the biblical writers recognized and embraced a cultic image of yhwh that was 
a Mischwesen or a composite made up of anthropomorphic and theriomor¬ 
phic elements along the lines of the figures attested at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. 222 

That the figures A M and A N should be identified as ‘Yahweh and his 
Asherah’ had already been argued some twenty years ago by M. Gilula. 223 


218 Ibid., 95f. 

219 Fig. 59 is taken over from GGG Abb. 220 which (despite NEAEHL IV 1462) is still 
the best visualization of the spatial relationship between drawings and inscriptions on 
pithos A. Note that our numbering differs from P. Beck’s (GGG 238 n. 167). We still 
don’t know whether figure N really has a tail or not (GGG 247 n. 174). 

220 P. Beck, The Drawings from Horvat Teiman (Kuntillet ‘Ajrud), TA 9 (1982), 3-58, 
esp. 36, 43; W.A. Maier, ’Aserah. Extrabiblical Evidence (HSM 37; Atlanta, GA, 
1986), 170f; J.M. Hadley, Some Drawings and Inscriptions on Two Pithoi from Kun¬ 
tillet ‘Ajrud, VT 37 (1987), 180-213, esp. 194f; GGG § 131; Meriggi, L’Aserah di 
Yhwh (n. 207), 38f. 

221 Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition (n. 5), 87f. 

222 Ibid., 103. 

223 M. Gilula, To Yahweh Shomron and his Asherah, Shnaton 3 (1978-79), 129-137, 
Engl. summ. xvf. 
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otic perspective’ - isolate just one inscription and two drawings among 
the many others on the pithoi. The physical proximity cannot prove any¬ 
thing: to my knowledge, no one has ever suggested that the five figures 
B U-Y on pithos B (fig. 60) should be related to ‘Yahweh of Teman and 
his Asherah’ although inscription P. B 2 runs nicely above them; 231 nor 
has bovine B S, walking right into inscription P. B 3 any relation with 
‘Yahweh of the South (. HTMN) and his Asherah’. In my opinion, the fact 
that the words LYHWH.SMRN.WL’SRTH. fatally cross the taller figure’s 
feather-crown is pure coincidence. In conclusion, the evidence is not 
firm enough to provide reliable support for Schmidt’s daring thesis. 

3.3. Biblical sidelights 

That the major deities of the Judahite state pantheon were worshipped in 
some iconic form has been suspected long ago, as is evident from a 
number of biblical texts which seem to harbour an opaque memory of 
cult statuary. These texts, which are discussed by H. Niehr and others 
elsewhere in the present volume, are not our primary sources for the reli¬ 
gious history of Iron Age Judah, but they are worthy of a brief reference 
here as collateral evidence underpinning the argument developed so far. 

* References to a probable cult statue of Asherah include 1 Kgs 15:13 
(Ma’acha’s mipleset la-’dsera) and 2 Kgs 21:7 (Manasseh’s pesel ha- 
’asera). 2 Kgs 23:4,6-7 refer to Josiah’s burning of the asherah/ 
Asherah and mention vessels and garments(?) in relation to her. Taken 
on their own, the latter references would remain ambiguous, since ha- 
’asera could refer to the cult symbol mentioned in 21:3, the statue of 
21:7, or both. If the reference is to Manasseh’s pesel , this would be a 
further witness to an anthropomorphic statue of Asherah. 232 In addition 
to this, the semel ha-qin’a of Ezek 8:3 might well have been an anthro¬ 
pomorphic statue. 233 If Judahite women applied an image of the ‘Queen 
of Heaven’ on ash cakes ( le-haaslbah , Jer 44:19), it would seem to 
imply an anthropomorphic figuration of the goddess. 234 Finally, 
Zechariah’s vision of ‘the woman in the ‘efah’ (5:5-11) deals with a 
female cult image and presupposes the author’s knowledge of a pre- to 

231 But note GGG, 274. 

232 On the references in the Books of Kings, see Frevel, Aschera (n. 29), 533-555. For the 
suggestion that the omission of Yahweh’s Asherah in the Judahite greeting formulae 
of the late 7th and early 6th cent, could be related to ‘reform’ activities of the time of 
Josiah, see above n. 193. 

233 Particularly if the vision of Zech 5 (below n. 235) relates to the semel ha-qin'a , on 
which see J. Schnocks, Eine intertextuelle Verbindung zwischen Ezechiels Eifer- 
suchtsbild und Sacharjas Frau im Efa, BN 84 (1996), 59-63. See also H. C. Lutzky, 
On ‘the image of jealousy’ (Ezekiel viii 3,5), VT 46 (1996), 121-125. 

234 GGG, 389f and Abb. 332. 
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early post-exilic Judahite worship of a goddess visualized in anthropo¬ 
morphic form. 235 

* References to an anthropomorphic cult statue of Yahweh are less eas¬ 
ily identified, apart from the story of Judg 17, but various scholars have 
recently pointed out a number of directions for our search: firstly, the 
Deuteronomistic ‘ban on Yhwh images’ would be devoid of applica¬ 
tion if no images of Yahweh were produced in Judah until at least the 
early post-exilic period. Secondly, some texts refer to the physical 
temuna of Yhwh seen by Moses (Exod 33:11, Num 12:8, Deut 34:10), 
and ‘seeing the face of Yhwh’ is a well-known motif of Psalmistic 
poetry (Ps 63:3 and often). Thirdly, it has been surmised that a number 
of features in the cult of Jerusalem, such as processional language 
(Psalms 24, 68:25f), enthronement acclamations (Psalms 47, 93, 95- 
99) or the ‘breads of presence’, seem to imply the existence of an 
anthropomorphic cult statue of Yahweh. Not all of these references and 
considerations are equally convincing, however. Most texts of the sec¬ 
ond and third category may well be understood without assuming the 
cultic image - how else could they be reconciled with biblical anti- 
iconism and express the biblical faith in an invisible God? For 
instance, Ps 17:15 should not be read out of its context which com¬ 
bines general attributes of a divine, just king with a sun god (v. 8b) and 
weather/warrior god imagery (v. 13b), but does not define a precise 
‘image’ of Yhwh. 236 Still, the cumulative weight of these hints supports 
the general hypothesis that Yahweh worship in the First Temple prob¬ 
ably focussed upon an anthropomorphic cult statue. 

To the textual references already mentioned, I would add the epithet 
‘Yhwh, who thrones upon the cherubim’ (1 Sam 4:4, 2 Sam 6:2, 2 Kgs 
19:15 II Isa 37:16, Ps 80:1, 99:1) and the notion of a cherubim throne 
preserved, although in an idealized and monumentalized manner, in 1 
Kgs 6:23-28. Iconographical sources clearly show that a cherubim 
throne reveals the royal status of the person sitting on it - be it a living 
king, a deceased king, or a deity (the latter case becoming an exclusive 
prerogatory from the Persian period onwards). Given the well-attested 
Palestinian and Phoenician tradition of cherubim thrones, it seems rea¬ 
sonable to interpret the two huge cherubim standing in the cella of 
Solomon’s temple, on the basis of 1 Kgs 6:23-28, as monumentalized 
parts of a deliberately empty cherubim throne. 237 The latter is an impor¬ 
tant element in Mettinger’s recently expounded theory on ‘empty space 
aniconism’ and its implementation in pre-exilic Jerusalem. 238 1 shall not 


235 Ch. Uehlinger, Die Frau im Efa (Sach 5,5-11): eine Programmvision von der 
Abschiebung der Gottin, Bibel und Kirche 49 (1994), 93-103; id., Figurative Policy 
(n. 138); M. H. Floyd, The Evil in the Ephah: Reading Zechariah 5:5-11 in Its Liter¬ 
ary Context, CBQ 58 (1996), 51-68. 

236 See most recently Podella, Das Lichtkleid JHWHs (n. 6), 196-200. 

237 See O. Keel, JHWH-Visionen und Siegelkunst. Eine neue Deutung der Majestats- 
schilderungen in Jes 6, Ez 1 und 10 und Sach 4 (SBS 84/85; Stuttgart, 1977), 15-45. 

238 Mettinger, No Graven Image (n. 6), 16f, 100-106, 139. 


ANTHROPOMOPHIC CULT STATUARY 


149 


dwell here on the question whether the concept of ‘empty space ani- 
conism’ offers the best clue for the interpretation of so-called empty 
thrones (to what degree are these thrones ‘aniconic’, and how does 
their ‘aniconism’ relate to the ‘material aniconism’ of masseboth?), 239 
but would stress that the tradition of cherubim thrones without anthro¬ 
pomorphic deities sitting upon them {empty cherubim thrones in partic¬ 
ular) is not attested in archaeological and iconographical records before 
the 6th-5th centuries. 240 A reasonable conclusion from this observation 
would be that the cherubim description in 1 Kings 6, understood in the 
sense of an empty cherubim throne for an invisible deity, actually rep¬ 
resents a literary idealization and monumentalization of a concept 
which came en vogue during the Persian period, and intended to be 
understood by an initiated post-exilic audience. If B. Janowski is cor¬ 
rect in considering the above-mentioned epithet of Yahweh a definitely 
Jerusalemite concept of the time of Hezekiah, 241 a cherubim throne of 
Yahweh may well have stood in the cella of the First Temple as early 
as pre-exilic times. But whether it were supported by cherubim or not, 
textual, archaeological and iconographical sources allow the reasonable 
assumption that Yahweh’s throne in the First Temple was not empty in 
late pre-exilic times, but displayed an anthropomorphic cult image. 

3.4. An image of ‘Yahweh and his Asher ah' from ancient Judah? 

Excavations in the late Iron Age sanctuary of Sarepta have yielded several 
terracotta fragments representing an anthropomorphic deity sitting upon a 
sphinx throne. 242 These fragments, together with the well-known Phoeni¬ 
cian connections of the Jerusalem temple, and the preceding reconsidera¬ 
tion of the ‘Yahweh and his Asherah’ issue, provide the necessary back¬ 
ground for the following tentative interpretation of a unique terracotta 
object from late 8th century Judah recently published by J. Jeremias who 
had acquired it in 1990 at the Jerusalem antiquities market together with 
several other anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figurine fragments and 


239 See Ch. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism in Context, Bib 77 (1996), 540-549. 

240 The one considerably older instance is a monumental basalt throne from 9th-cent. 
Hama, see P.J. Riis & M.-L. Buhl, Hama. Fouilles et recherches de la Fondation 
Carlsberg, 1931-1938. Vol. II2: Les objets de la periode dite syro-hittite (age dufer) 
(Nationalmuseets Skrifter, Stprre Beretninger XII; Kpbenhavn, 1990), 60-63 no. 51. 
However, given the nature of the object, its fragmentary state of preservation and the 
existence of a hollowed-out device which would have helped to fix a composite statue 
placed on the throne, it seems very doubtful that this should be considered as an 
empty throne of the type referred to here. 

241 B. Janowski, Keruben und Zion: Thesen zur Entstehung der Zionstradition, Ernten, 
was man sat (FS K. Koch; ed. D.R. Daniels et al.; Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1991), 231- 
264. It is somewhat irritating, however, that Isaiah 6 knows nothing about cherubim. 

242 Pritchard, Sarepta IV (n. 97), 33 no. 10 and 265 fig. 10:10, 35 nos. 21f, 53, 266 fig. 
11 : 21 - 22 . 
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Imlk -stamped jar handles. 243 The whole group comprised ca. 50 items, the 
larger part of which was bought by an American collector, while Jeremias 
himself secured another ten significant items for the Prahistorisches 
Museum in Munich. The items were said to have been found as a group on 
Tell Beit Mirsim. This is a standard provenance indication among 
Jerusalem dealers for material brought in by locals from the Judaean hill- 
country. We can be confident that the group has a Judahite provenance and 
should be dated to the late 8th or early 7th century BCE. 244 



Fig. 61 


Not surprisingly, Jeremias was hesitant about the actual description of 
the main object, let alone its interpretation (fig . 67). 245 He identified the 


243 J. Jeremias, Thron oder Wagen? Eine auBergewohnliche Terrakotte aus der spaten 
Eisenzeit in Juda, Biblische Welten (FS M. Metzger; ed. W. Zwickel; OBO 123; Fri¬ 
bourg/Gottingen, 1993), 40-59. 

244 To my knowledge, a thermoluminescence analysis has not been carried out so far in 
order to confirm this dating which is based upon the Imlk jar handles. 

245 The object, originally painted, measures 14cm in width, 7cm in depth, and 16cm in 
height (ibid., 46). 
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main figures as a bearded male, standing or sitting almost in the centre, 
and a possible female, apparently standing and slightly turned outwards. 
Both figures lean against a back plate (‘Rtickwand’) with arched top. 
They are flanked by three partly preserved animals which Jeremias ten¬ 
tatively identified as lions or sphinxes. 246 An additional, squarish object 
is visible to the right of the main figure. The whole is attached to a kind 
of podium decorated with knobs at the back and supported by four con¬ 
ical legs. As far as the object’s general meaning is concerned, Jeremias’s 
intuition leant initially towards a throne. 247 On the other hand, Cypriot 
comparanda led him to consider a chariot as an alternative interpretation. 
In the end, he opted for a ‘tradition-historical’ solution: ‘Vielleicht darf 
man sich die Entstehung so vorstellen, daB dem (palastinischen) Kiinst- 
ler zyprische Wagendarstellungen bekannt waren, die er seiner Vor- 
stellung von einer thronenden Gottheit zugrundelegte.’ 248 The main 
deity was tentatively identified as Baal Hammon on the basis of the 
conspicuous hairdo. 249 

Since Jeremias is well acquainted with Iron Age pottery and terracot- 
tae and, of course, knew everything about the debate surrounding ‘Yah- 
weh and his Asherah’, one would imagine that he must have thought 
about relating his unique terracotta to the latter issue, and it is strange 
that he has not even raised the possibility. It is true that as long as one 
does not consciously leave behind the dominating paradigm of an ani- 
conic cult of invisible Yhwh, one would hardly be inclined to look for a 
Yahweh image in such an archaeological artefact, however unique it 
might be. At the risk of pleading a cause which some may consider to be 
lost in advance, I would suggest that the Munich terracotta represents 
precisely what scholars have tried, in vain, to find for so long: an 8th- 
century Judahite figural representation of ‘Yahweh and his Asherah’. 
Several arguments favour such an hypothesis; after all, the object looks 
far more like a throne group than a chariot. The two anthropomorphic 
figures seem to include a male and a female. A difference in status is 
implied by their relative positions, and would be reaffirmed if the cen¬ 
tral male figure were seated with the female standing beside him, as 
Jeremias believes. The spatial and generic relationship of the two fig¬ 
ures is apparently a paredros relationship which could be perfectly tran¬ 
scribed by the syntagm ‘DNl(male) and DN2(female)+suffix(3.m.sg.)’. 

246 Op. cit., 48. 

247 Ibid., 41. 

248 Ibid., 53. 

249 Ibid., 54-57. 
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Finally, while lions fit well into the iconographical tradition of Palestin¬ 
ian goddesses, sphinxes and cherubim were naturally related to major 
state deities in the Phoenico-Palestinian art of the late Iron and Persian 
periods; functioning here as attendants to the throne of Yahweh would 
certainly fit the roles usually ascribed to them. 


4. Conclusions 

At the end of this necessarily synthetic (and often thetic) overview, the 
following conclusions may be drawn: 

1. Our earlier stated claim of a general recession of anthropomor¬ 
phism in the visual art of Iron Age Palestine has been invalidated, 
at least as far as cult-related iconography is concerned. 

2. We can state as a general rule that official cults in royally-spon¬ 
sored central state temples of Iron Age II Palestine focussed upon 
the worship of major state and dynastic deities which were figura¬ 
tively represented by anthropomorphic cult statues. 

3. With regard to the situation in the kingdom of Israel , we have dis¬ 
cussed archaeological, inscriptional and iconographical evidence 
which clearly points to the use of anthropomorphic cultic statuary 
by Israelites to a degree similar to their neighbours. Furthermore, 
there is growing and indisputable evidence which contradicts the 
claim that the cult in the southern kingdom of Judah was essen¬ 
tially aniconic. As far as the dynastic state cult of Yahweh and his 
paredros in Jerusalem is concerned, while the existence of an 
anthropomorphic cult statue of Yahweh in the pre-exilic Jerusalem 
temple cannot yet be proven, I consider the material and the cir¬ 
cumstantial evidence definitely sufficient to make the hypothesis 
more reasonable and plausible than its opposite. 

4. One has to admit, nonetheless, that in spite of growing material 
evidence and the re-evaluation of long-known sources, our picture 
still remains awkwardly fragmentary. To mention but the most 
embarrassing problems relating to our topic, we are still not in a 
position to correctly understand the significance of the horse-and- 
rider figurines which represent by far the most frequently attested 
type of male figurines from Iron II Judah. Moreover, although this 
paper has put forward some suggestions, we are still unable to 
identify beyond doubt a Yahweh image as such, either from Israel 
or from Judah. 
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5. The present contribution has focussed on anthropomorphic iconism 
and tried to disprove the assumption that Yahwism was ever ani- 
conic in essence. It will be a challenge for future research to 
address anew the issue of competing Yahweh iconographies , by 
not only differentiating the Israelite and the Judahite traditions (for 
which the biblical texts themselves report basic differences) but 
also rivaling traditions within Israelite and/or Judahite society. In 
addition to anthropomorphic statuary, which is the primary subject 
of this article, new studies will of course have to consider the prob¬ 
lem of zoomorphic and symbolic representations of deities, an 
aspect which could not be dealt with here. 

6. Mettinger’s study has made a good case for the existence of de 
facto ‘aniconism’ within the Yahwisms of pre-exilic Israel and 
Judah, particularly in terms of the worship of standing stones. To 
this one might add some evidence for tree worship recently gath¬ 
ered by O. Keel. 250 If, in our respective presentations, these various 
sets of evidence have been somewhat artificially split from one 
another - mainly for practical reasons, as far as I am concerned - 
they ought to be brought together again in future studies, particu¬ 
larly when approaching the crucial issue of the roots of biblical 
anti- iconism. 

The documentation and the relative scarcity of Judahite primary sources, 
as yet available to us, has meant that much of my argument in this arti¬ 
cle had to proceed by way of analogy and on the basis of circumstantial 
evidence from neighbouring areas. By its very nature, this kind of argu¬ 
ment tends to stress the common traits of ancient Levantine material cul¬ 
ture more than the distinctive aspects of ancient Judahite religion. Future 
discoveries will prove, or disprove, my conclusions insofar as they will 
further clarify the regional diffusion of specific types of Iron Age cultic 
statuary. If the main thesis developed in these pages and in other contri¬ 
butions in the present volume, i.e. that Yahweh was worshipped in the 
form of an anthropomorphic cult statue both in the central state tem¬ 
ples of Israel (Samaria) and Judah (Jerusalem), is basically correct, the 
next challenge will be to reconstruct the circumstances and understand 
the process which led Yahwistic belief and cult practice from the wor¬ 
ship of an iconic statue to the aniconic worship in the Second Temple. 
This will open new avenues for a religio-historically plausible expla- 


250 In progress for a forthcoming publication in the JSOT Suppl. series. I have not seen 
R. S. Hendel’s contribution to the present volume prior to its publication. 
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nation of the overtly anti-iconic and, at times, iconoclastic tendencies of 
biblical faith. 

As far as I presently understand the directly relevant sources, 251 this 
complex process combined aspects of gradual change during the late 
Iron Age with experiences of sudden disruption at the close of the 
monarchical period: in contrast to the people who gathered at Qitmit and 
‘En Haseva, certain Judahite massebah worshippers may already have 
developed a definite aversion to the presence of iconic statuary in their 
sanctuaries as far back as the 7th century. It is difficult, however, to be 
more specific about the social location of this particular type of late pre- 
exilic (probably rural) Yahwism and to understand the relationship 
between ancestor masseboth and Yahwist massebah cult. 252 Among 
Jerusalem’s upper class, the solar tradition may well have contributed to 
the relativization of the importance of an anthropomorphic cult image of 
Yahweh. 253 The influence of a particular Jerusalemite social elite clan 
allowed a Yahweh-alone-ideology (which we might call ‘proto-deutero- 
nomistic’ for convenience) to take hold of cult politics at the time of 
Josiah (note particularly the removal or relegation of the Asherah statue, 
apparently paralleled by the reorganisation of masseboth in Arad). 254 On 
the other hand, the probable loss of Yahweh’s cult statue together with 
other temple vessels at the hands of the Babylonian army in 598 
prompted a number of cultic reorientations in Jerusalem during the reign 
of Zedekiah, a process in which leading members of the first exile could 
not interfere (note particularly Ezekiel 8), but which they compensated 
for by developing competing mental iconographies (as in Ezekiel 1/10 
drawing upon Syro-Mesopotamian prototypes) and, somewhat later, by 
new concepts of divine presence (such as the Priestly kabod and the 
Deuteronomistic sem theologies). These social circles, which took the 


251 Cf. Ch. Uehlinger, Bilderkult, Bilderverbot, RGG (4th ed.; Tubingen, in press). It is 
very difficult to evaluate the precise historical implications of Hosea’s and Deutero¬ 
nomistic polemic against bovine representations of Yahweh in Bethel (see above, n. 
70) and of Hezekiah’s removal of the Nehushtan, another theriomorphic cult image, 
for the issue of aniconism. 

252 Note T. N. D. Mettinger’s contribution to the present volume and J. C. de Moor, 
Standing Stones and Ancestor Worship, UF 27 (1995), 1-20. 

253 On this, see Keel & Uehlinger, Jahwe und die Sonnengottheit (n. 19), 292-303; 
Uehlinger, Studies (n. 14), 285; Uehlinger, Kultreform (n. 193), 74-77. One should 
note, however, that solar symbolism was a general fashion in Palestine during Iron 
Age II B and that it did not per se exclude anthropomorphism or the worship of a cult 
statue. The solar tradition of Jerusalem can hardly provide a mono-causal explanation 
for the specific development of Judahite/Judaean aniconism. 

254 See above, nn. 193 and 202. 
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lead in the literary definition of exilic and early post-exilic Yahwism, 
were too creative to confine themselves to religious heritage manage¬ 
ment alone. Their exile gave rise to a new kind of exclusive Yahwism 
which was really aniconic by necessity and in essence. 255 When the 
descendants of the first exiles returned to Judah in the Persian period, 
they had to face the traditional forms of Yahwism: cultic and ritual prac¬ 
tices which they now considered to be both archaic and pagan. The con¬ 
frontation with these so-called ‘pre-Israelite’ practices overtly fostered 
anti-iconic rhetoric and at times iconoclastic policies too. Interestingly 
enough, the late post-exilic ‘image ban’ and the anti-bamoth texts both 
included sculptured stelae, masseboth and asherim among their prohib¬ 
ited cult objects. 

As a consequence, the roots of aniconism should, in my opinion, not 
be sought exclusively in the longue duree practice of massebah worship, 
but also in conjunctural adaptations of Judahite religion which emerged 
during Iron Age II-III, and even more so in a number of radically new 
responses of Judaean prophets and priests to particular historical cir¬ 
cumstances in the course of the 6th and 5th centuries. Only through this 
singular combination of forces at all three levels (longue duree , con¬ 
junctural, and evenementiel ), could aniconic worship of an essentially 
invisible god become the ultimate norm of biblical faith. 


255 The widespread adoption of cult symbols since the late 8th cent, had prepared the 
ground for an aniconic Yahweh worship distinct from the traditional massebah cult 
(Zechariah’s menorah is said to represent the ‘Lord of the whole earth’, cf. Zech 4:14 
with Jig. 57). 
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1. Introduction 1 

Traditionally, ancient Israelite Religion has been construed, both by Jews 
and Christians, as a monotheistic cult devoid of images. The text of the 
Old Testament, as we have it, reflects a constant conflict in the history of 
Israel between what is presented as ‘pure’ Yahwism and other forms of 
religiosity. According to the Old Testament, this conflict concerned two 
areas in particular: it was forbidden for the Israelites (1) to worship 
deities other than Yhwh and (2) to make a representation of the divine in 
the form of an image. A classical text for this view is contained in the 
Ten Commandments in which polytheism and iconolatry are prohibited. 

There is no consensus yet in the scholarly discussion concerning the 
antiquity and provenance of this dual prohibition. 2 This lack of unanim¬ 
ity is due to a variety of data. (1) The Old Testament testifies to the fact 
that the Israelites worshipped deities other than Yhwh. Although the evi¬ 
dence is heavily biased towards a pro-monotheistic viewpoint, the ven¬ 
eration of e.g. Asherah, Astarte, Baal, Moloch, various astral bodies, a 
deity called the Queen of Heaven, and Tammuz, is mentioned. 3 (2) 
Archaeological excavations have brought to light a great number of 
finds from Late Bronze and Iron Age Palestine that present the divine in 
the form of an image, such as pillar figurines and astral symbols. 4 (3) A 


1 I would like to thank Christoph Uehlinger, Freiburg, and Brain van Putten, Utrecht, for 
their comments on an earlier draft of this paper. 

2 See for instance the essays in W. Dietrich & M. Klopfenstein, Ein Gott Allein ? JHWH- 
Verehrung und biblischer Monotheismus im Kontext der israelitischen und alto- 
rientalischen Religionsgeschichte (OBO 139; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1994); B.B. 
Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition: On Reading Images and Viewing Texts, The Tri¬ 
umph of Elohim: From Yahwisms to Judaisms (CBET 13; ed. D.V. Edelman; Kampen, 
1995), 75-105. 

3 See the relevant articles in DDD. 

4 See e.g. S. Schroer, In Israel gab es Bilder: Nachrichten von darstellender Kunst im 
Alten Testament (OBO 74; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1987); O. Keel & C. Uehlinger, Gottin- 
nen, Gotter und Gottessymbole: Neue Erkenntnisse zur Religionsgeschichte Kanaans 
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reconsideration of the many ‘standing stones’ in Israel/Palestine and a 
study of the pertinent Hebrew term masseba , has made it clear that these 
stones have to be interpreted as aniconic depictions of ancestral deities 
and, at a later stage, of Yhwh too. 5 (4) The inscriptions mentioning 
Asherah as the consort of Yhwh reflect the worship of a goddess 
together with Yhwh. 6 

This and other evidence has led to the view that aniconic Yahwism in 
its monotheistic form was only one of a variety of Yahwisms and that 
for certain reasons only this form of Yahwism has survived. 

The scope of this contribution to the debate on Israelite aniconism is 
inevitably restricted. It does not aim at a reconstruction of ancient 
Israelite religion in all its variety; all it wants to do is highlight two 
pieces of possible evidence for iconic polytheism in ancient Israel 
known from Assyrian sources of the time of Sargon II. One possible 
piece of evidence derives from a written source. The other is pictorial in 
character. 


2. An Assyrian Text: Sargon II Nimrud Prism IY:25-41 

British excavations under the supervision of Sir Max Mallowan in 
Kalhu/Nimrud, modem Iraq, have brought to light numerous cuneiform 
inscriptions mainly from the period when Kalhu/Nimrud was the capital 
city of the Neo-Assyrian empire, from the reign of Ashumasirpal II in 
the early 9th century BCE until Sargon II moved the capital to the newly 
built city of Dur-Sharruken/Khorsabad. 7 Among the inscriptions found 
were many letters and juridical documents as also texts of a more his¬ 
torical character, one of which is a hexagonal prism relating the exploits 


und Israels aufgrund bislang unerschlossener ikonographischer Quellen (QD 134; 
Freiburg/Basel/Wien, 1992). 

5 See T.N.D. Mettinger, No Graven Image ? Israelite Aniconism in Its Near Eastern Con¬ 
text, , (ConB OT 42; Stockholm 1995); J.C. de Moor, Standing Stones and Ancestral 
Worship, UF 27 (1995), 1-20. 

6 From the abundance of literature on this subject I mention only the most recent publi¬ 
cations: C. Frevel, Aschera und der Ausschliesslichkeitsanspruch YHWHs: Beitrdge zu 
literarischen, religionsgeschichtlichen und ikonographischen Aspekten der Ascheradis- 
kussion , 2 Bande (Weinheim, 1995); P. Xella, Le dieu et ‘sa deesse’: l’utilisation des 
suffixes pronominaux avec de theonymes d’Ebla a Ugarit et a Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, UF 27 
(1995), 599-610; T. Binger, Asherah: Goddesses in the Texts from Ugarit, Israel and 
the Old Testament (JSOTSup 232; Copenhagen International Seminar 2; Sheffield, 
1997). 

7 See e.g. M. Mallowan, Nimrud and its Remains (London, 1966); J.N. Postgate & J.E. 
Reade, Kalhu, RLA 5, 303-323. 
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of king Sargon II (722-703 BCE). 8 This prism contains information on 
Sargon’s reign that, for the greater part, is also known from the so-called 
Khorsabad Annals. 9 An important difference between the Khorsabad 
Annals and this Nimrud Prism has to do with the presentation of the 
deeds of the Assyrian king. The Annals have a chronological order and 
relate the story of the king’s campaigns year by year, whilst like many 
other so-called summary inscriptions, the Nimrud Prism has a geograph¬ 
ical sequence. 10 This form-critical distinction is important when it comes 
to a historical reconstruction of the events, which cannot be dated from 
the geographically ordered summary-inscriptions, because they give no 
dates. On the other hand, the summary-inscriptions often offer more 
details than the chronologically ordered Annals. One hesitates, however, 
to use all the details from the summary-inscriptions as historical evi¬ 
dence, since they are biased by imperial ideology formulated to serve the 
political interests of the various Assyrian kings. 

The Nimrud Prism contains a passage which tells the story of the 
Assyrian conquest of the so-called Northern kingdom of Israel. 11 This 
passage (IV:25-41) may indeed contain evidence of iconic polytheism in 
ancient Israel. 

2.1. Text and Translation 

25 [ l " unl Sa-]me-ri-na-a-a sa it-ti UJGXL(sarre) 

26 [ ... ]-ia a-na la e-pes ar-du-ti 

27 [u la na-]se bil-ti 

28 [ ... ] ig-me-lu-ma e-pu-su ta-ha-zu 

29 [i-n]a e-mu-uq dingir.meS GAL.MES(ilani rabuti) [en.me]s-z'<z ( bellya) 

30 [it-]ti-su-nu am-da-hi[-is-ma\ 

31 [2]0 + 7 igi (limmu) 2 ME(me) 80 uku .ME$(nisu) a-di gi3.gi[gir.me3 
(narkabatu) ...] 

32 u DiNGiR.MES(//a/i/) ti-ik-li-su-un sal-la-[ti-is\ 

8 Edited by C.J. Gadd, Inscribed Prisms of Sargon II from Nimrud, Iraq 16 (1954), 173- 
201 with Plates XLIV-LI. 

9 Now re-edited by A. Fuchs, Die Inschriften Sargon II. aus Khorsabad (Gottingen, 
1993), 82-188.313-342. 

10 For the form-critical classification as ‘summary-inscription’ see e.g. H. Tadmor, The 
Historical Inscriptions of Adad-Nirari III, Iraq 35 (1973), 141; N. Na’aman, The 
Brook of Egypt and Assyrian Policy on the Border of Egypt, TA 6 (1979), 68 n. 2; 
K.L. Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts: A Study in Ancient Near Eastern and 
Biblical History Writing (JSOTSup 98; Sheffield, 1990), 290 n. 99; S.A. Irvine, Isaiah, 
Ahaz, and the Syro-Ephraimitic Crisis (SBLDS 123; Atlanta, 1990), 26. 

11 Historical and chronological problems with regard to this conquest are discussed in B. 
Becking, The Fall of Samaria: An historical and archaeological Study (SHANE 2; 
Leiden, 1992). 
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33 am-nu 2 ME(me) Gis.GiGiRMES(narkabatu) ki-sir UJG[\E-ti-ia ( sarru- 
tiya)\ 

34 i-na lib-bi-su-nu ak-sur-ma 

35 si-it-ta-ti-su-nu 

36 i-na qi-rib YJjRfmati) As+sur u-sa-as-bit 

37 UTU Sa-me-ri-na u-tir-ma eli sa pa-ni 

38 u-se-mi uku.mes (nise) K\JR.K\JR(matati) ki-sit-ti su.u-ia(qdteya) 

39 i-na lib-bi u-se-rib {<l su-ut sa G-ia(reslya) 

40 w en.nam(^^/ pahati) eli-su-nu as-kun-ma 

41 it-ti uku.mes (nise) kur (jndti) As+sur am-nu-su-nu-ti 12 

25 [The inhabitants of Sa]merina, who 28) agreed 13 25) with a king 

26 [hostile (?) to ] 14 me, not to endure servitude 

27 [and not to br]ing tribute 

28 [to Ashur (?)], did battle. 

29 [Wit]h the power of the great gods, my [lord]s 15 

30 [aga]inst them I foug[ht]. 

31 [2]7,280 people, 16 together with [their] chariots, 


12 Text: Gadd, Inscribed Prisms, PI XLV and XLVI. Transcription and translation: Gadd, 
Inscribed Prisms, 179-180; H. Tadmor, The Campaigns of Sargon II, JCS 12 (1958), 
34; H. Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur in der Sargonidenzeit (FRLANT 129; Gottin¬ 
gen, 1982), 349-350; Becking, Fall of Samaria, 28-31. 

13 Derived from the verb gamalu itti, ‘to agree with’; with: O. Carena, II resto di Israele: 
Studio storico-comparativo delle iscrizioni reali assire e dei testi profetici sul tema del 
resto (Supplementi alia Rivista Biblica 13; Bologna, 1985), 33; B. Oded, War, Peace 
and Empire: Justifications for War in Assyrian Royal Inscriptions (Wiesbaden, 1991), 
48; see also S. Forsberg, Near Eastern Destruction Datings as Source for Greek and 
Near Eastern Iron Age Chronology: Archaeological and historical Studies. The Cases 
of Samaria (722 B.C.) and Tarsus (696 B.C.) (Uppsala, 1995), 39-40; pace S. Dailey, 
Foreign Chariotry and Cavalry in the Armies of Tiglath-Pileser III and Sargon II, Iraq 
47 (1985), 36; R. Borger, apud Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur, 349, who reads 
ik-me-lu-ma, from kamalu itti, ‘ziimen gegen/to become angry with’, with lugal [alik 
panlya], ‘my royal predecessor’, as object. Kamalu occurs only in religious texts with 
gods as subject, CAD K, 109; AHW 430. Na’aman reads line 28: [ lemut]ti ig-me-lu- 
ma, ‘they repayed evil; they treated badly’ (N. Na’aman, The Historical Background 
of the Fall of Samaria (720 BC), Bib 71 [1990], 209-210 with n. 10) and compares the 
expression with the West-Semitic gml r l h, but admits that the idiom has no parallel in 
Akkadian literature. 

14 In relation to the interpretation of igmeluma, the proposal of Gadd, Inscribed Prisms, 
179; Carena, Resto, 33, to read [na-ki-ri(?)]-ia is the most convincing. Others propose 
to read: [lu.kur]-/<2 (Tadmor, Campaigns of Sargon, 34); [alik panl]-ia (Borger, apud 
Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur, 349; Dailey, Foreign Chariotry, 36; Na’aman, His¬ 
torical Background, 209-210). 

15 The reading [en.me]s-/<2 is prompted by the context. 

16 In the traditional editions of the Display-inscription from the palace of Sargon II at 
Khorsabad, lines 23-25 report the deportation of 27,290 people from Samaria. Text: 
P.E. Botta, Monuments de Ninive: III et IV; inscriptions (Paris, 1849), t. 97 (Room 
IV); t. 122-123 (Room VII); t. 138a (Room VIII) and t. 145,2 (!) and 3 (!) (Room X); 
H. Winckler, Die Keilschrifttexte Sargons nach den Papierabklatschen und Originalen 
neu herausgegeben. Band II (Leipzig, 1889), No. 64 and 65. See Becking, Fall of 
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32 and the gods in whom they trusted, as spoil 17 

33 I counted. Two-hundred chariots for [my] royal force 18 

34 I collected from their midst. 

35 The rest of them 

36 I settled in the midst of Assyria. 

37 I repopulated Samerina more than before. 

38 People from countries, conquered by my hands, 

39 I brought in it. My commissioner 

40 I appointed as governor over them. 

41 I counted them as Assyrians. 

2.2. Differing Interpretations 

Line 32 contains a detail that does not appear in any of the other reports 
on Sargon’s conquest of Samaria. 19 Here it is said that the booty of war 
included, among other things, the “gods in whom they trusted”. In the 
Neo-Assyrian empire, it was not uncommon for gods, i.e. their images, 
to be removed from a conquered city. 20 For the inhabitants of such cities, 
the deportation of a divine image must have been a deep religious humil¬ 
iation; the gods in whom they trusted had apparently abandoned them to 
their sorrow and despair, and turned out to be less powerful than the 
gods of the conquering armies. Some scholars assume that in Neo- 
Assyrian times, the taking of divine images was generally paralleled by 
the introduction of the cults of the more important Assyrian deities. 21 

According to Gadd, the fact that gods (plural!) were removed from 
Samaria is ‘doubtless interesting evidence for the polytheism of Israel’. 22 


Samaria, 25-26 (with lit.). The reedition by Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II., 196- 
197.344, has shown that this divergent number is only present in one version (Room 
X; t. 145,2 (!) and 3 (!): 12). 

17 The adverbialis salla[tis] must be added in view of the sentence structure; cf. Gadd, 
Inscribed Prisms, 179; Tadmor, Campaigns of Sargon, 34. 

18 The Assyrian expression kisir sarruti refers to the ‘standing force directly under the 
king’s command’; cf. J.N. Postgate, The Economic Structure of the Assyrian Empire, 
in: M.T. Larsen (ed.), Power and propaganda (Mesopotamia 7; Copenhagen, 1979), 
211; B. Oded, Mass-Deportations and Deportees in the Neo-Assyrian Empire (Wies¬ 
baden, 1979), 52; F. Malbran-Labat, L’armee et l’organisation militaire de VAssyrie 
(HEO 19; Geneva, 1982), 60.113.161. 

19 See on these Becking, Fall of Samaria, 27-46; R. Lamprichs, Die Westexpansion des 
neuassyrischen Reiches: Eine Strukturanalyse (AOAT 239; Kevelaer/Neukirchen- 
Vluyn, 1995), 130-133; Forsberg, Destruction Datings, 37-49. 

20 See e.g. M. Cogan, Imperialism and Religion: Assyria, Judah and Israel in the eighth 
and seventh Centuries B.C.E. (SBLMS 19; Missoula, 1974), 119-127; Spieckermann, 
Juda unter Assur, 347-354. 

21 E.g. Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur, 352; but see J.W. McKay, Religion in Judah 
under the Assyrians 732 - 609 B.C. (London, 1973); Cogan, Imperialism and Religion. 

22 Gadd, Inscribed Prisms, 181. 
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This position has been adopted by several other scholars. 23 Others, how¬ 
ever, interpret the removal of ildni tikllsu(nu), ‘the gods of their trust’, as 
a literary topos in descriptions of the conquest of a city, which - by 
implication - did not have to have occurred in reality. 24 Cogan argues 
that the report on Samaria is ‘as with other localities’, and that Sargon II 
might have mistaken images removed from Samaria, such as the prized 
calves of the Bethel sanctuary, for the gods of the city. 25 

2.3. A literary topos? 

The spoliation of divine images from conquered territories is mentioned 
a few times in the inscriptions of Sargon II. Next to (a) Nimrud Prism 
IV:32,1 found the following evidence: 

(b) Sargon II Display Inscription:!04-107 26 

Ashdod, Gimtu (and) Ashdudimmu I besieged and I captured. His [i.e., of 
the king] gods (DiNGiR.ME§- l yw[//a«/ l sM]), his wife, his sons, his daughters, 
goods, the treasures from his palace with the inhabitants of his lands, I 
counted as spoil ( a-na sal-la-ti am-nu ) 

(c) Sargon II Annals from Khorsabad:251-252 27 

The gods (dingir.me§[//<M]) who dwelled in its midst, he himself, with 
the inhabitants of his country, gold, silver (and) goods from his palace I 
counted as spoil ( a-na sal-la-ti am-nu-su) 

(d) Sargon II Display Inscription :74-77 28 

I entered Musasir in triumph. His wife, his sons, his daughters, the prop¬ 
erty (and) goods, the treasure of his palace, as much as there was, with 
20,170 people with their cattle, (as well as) Haldia and Bagbartu, his gods 


23 E.g. by H.W.F. Saggs, The Encounter with the Divine in Mesopotamia and Israel 
(London, 1978), 23; S. Timm, Die Dynastie Omri: Quellen und Untersuchungen zur 
Geschichte Israels im 9. Jahrhundert vor Christus (FRLANT 124; Gottingen, 1982), 
115; J.H. Tigay, You Shall Have No Other Gods (HSM 31; Atlanta, 1986), 35 note 68; 
E.A. Knauf, Zur Herkunft und Sozialgeschichte Israels, Bib 69 (1988), 155-156; M. 
Anbar, Kai pou eisin hoi theoi tes choras Samareias “et ou sont les dieux du pays de 
Samarie?”, BN 51 (1990), 7-8; Becking, Fall of Samaria, 31; H. Niehr, The Rise of 
Yhwh in Judahite and Israelite Religion: Methodological and Religio-Historical 
Aspects, The Triumph of Elohim: From Yahwisms to Judaisms (CBET 13; ed. D.V. 
Edelman; Kampen, 1995), 57. 

24 So K. Galling, Textbuch zur Geschichte Israels (Tubingen, 2 1968), 60 n. 1; Mettinger, 
No Graven Image, 136. 

25 Cogan, Imperialism and Religion, 104-105. 

26 Recent edition by Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II., 220-221.348. 

27 Recent edition by Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II., 134.326. 

28 Recent edition by Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons II., 214-215.347. 
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(DiNGiR.ME§- 1 SM[//a«r t yw]) with their rich trappings I counted as spoil (sal- 
la-ti-is am-nu). (When) Ursa, the king of the land of Urartu, heard of the 
destruction of Musasir, the carrying off ( sa-lal ) of Haldia, his god (din- 
gir -su[illsu]), he made an end to his life with his own hands by the dag¬ 
ger from his iron girdle. 

(e) Sargon II Letter concerning the Eighth Campaign:347. 29 The context 
parallels the account given in (d). The items carried away from the treas¬ 
ures of temple and palace are described in full detail. The carrying away 
of the divine image is described as follows: 

sa d Hal-di-a tu-kul-ti kUT Ur-ar-ti aq-ta-bi su-sa-a-su 

I commanded the carrying away of Haldia, the trust of the land of 
Urartu. 

(f) Sargon II Nimrud Prism VI:50-62 30 

The cit[ies] Dur-Yakin, his treasure-house, Iqbi-Bel, Kapru, Bit-Zabida, 
Shat-tadinna, Zarati, Raqqatu, Ekushshu, Hursag-galla, Dur-Bel-alia, 
Dur-Enlil, Bit-kiblate, Nimid-Sin, Limitu, Madakalsha 31 , (these) fifteen 
strongholds with the towns in their neighbourhood I turned into mounds 
(of ruin), the people, small and great, who dwelt in these districts and the 
gods in whom they trusted I jointly carried off (DiNGiR.ME§[//d«/] ti-ik-li- 
su-un is-te-nis as-lu-lam-ma), and left not one to escape. 

This implies that in only six 32 of the approximately 150 reports concern¬ 
ing conquests of cities or countries by Sargon II is any mention made of 
the spoliation of divine images or deities. In his outline of such acts car¬ 
ried out on the orders of the Neo-Assyrian kings (1115-627 BCE), 
Cogan mentions some 40 reports. 33 Detailed examination of all the rele¬ 
vant inscriptions might produce a slightly higher number, but the per¬ 
centage will still remain very low, a fact that does not favour the 
assumption of a literary topos. 

Moreover, the six examples from the inscriptions of Sargon II give 
four different wordings for the act of carrying away a divine image: 

29 Text: W. Mayer, Sargons Feldzug gegen Urartu - 714 v. Chr., MDOG 115 (1983), 65- 
132, esp. 102. 

30 Text: Gadd, Inscribed Prisms, 186-187. 

31 This reading proposed by M. Weippert, Besprechung von: S. Parpola, Toponyms , GGA 
224 (1972), 157, is to be preferred above that proposed by Gadd, Inscribed Prisms, 
187.191, KUR-A-KAL-&Z. 

32 Fuchs, Inschriften Sargons //., 322, proposes to read in Sargon II Annals from 
Khorsabad: 160-161: “[Haldia (and) Bagbartu, his gods, together with] his/their [...] 
... I brought [into the temple ] of Assur, the rest of their goods [I distributed] to [...]”. 
This reading is too uncertain to be taken into account. 

33 Cogan, Imperialism and Religion, 119-121. 
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- 

sallatis manu 

(a) (d) 

- 

ana sallati manu 

(b) (c) 

- 

(w)asu S 

(e) 

- 

salalu 

(f) 


Cogan’s outline mentioned above makes it clear that these and a variety 
of other expressions were used in the inscriptions of the Neo-Assyrian 
kings to describe the carrying away of divine images or deities as spoil. 
And again, this observation gives no support to the assumption of a lit¬ 
erary topos. 

The full expression, ‘the gods in whom they trusted I counted as 
spoil’, appears in texts (a) and (f) only, and in an inscription of Esarhad- 
don. In a passage full of self-praise, embedded between the reports on 
the campaign against far-away Bazu and Elam, the Assyrian king states: 

DiNGiR.MEs(//tf«/) ti-ik-li-su-un sal-la-ti-is am-nu 
The gods in whom they trusted I counted as spoil 34 

It is not clear whose gods are meant here. Most probably the passage 
should be related to the Bazu campaign described in the preceding 
section of the inscription, which speaks of the gods of the various 
countries in Bazu. However, the text can also be interpreted in a more 
general way, whereby the passage is given a more ‘literary’ character 
with the deities being the gods of all the countries conquered by 
Esarhaddon. Here too, the text cannot be interpreted as a literary 
topos . 

There is, however, one feature that should certainly be taken into 
account. In Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions, the main deities were often 
depicted as ‘the gods in whom I trust’. I will give two examples. 

Ashur, Nabu (and) Marduk, the gods in whom I trust (dingir.mes[//^az/] 
ti-ik-li-ia) have given to me an unrivalled kingship and have caused my 
gracious name to attain unto the highest renown. 35 

As for me, to Ashur, Sin, Shamash, Bel, Nabu, Nergal, Ishtar of Nineveh, 
Ishtar of Arbela, the gods in whom I trust (piNGTR.MES[ilani] ti-ik-li-ia ), I 
prayed for victory over the mighty foes. They speedily heard my prayers 
and came to my aid. 36 


34 Esarhaddon Nin. A V:8; edition: R. Borger, Die Inschriften Asarhaddons Konigs von 
Assyrien (AfO Beiheft 9; Osnabriick, 2 1967), 58. 

35 Sargon II ‘Display Inscription’ from Room XIV:2; recent edition: Fuchs, Inschriften 
Sargons //., 75.307. 

36 Sennacherib Annals V: 62-67; Text: D.D. Luckenbill, The Annals of Sennacherib (OIP 
2; Chicago, 1924), 44.182. 
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This use of the expression DiNGiRME§(ilani) ti-ik-li-ia , ‘the gods in 
whom I trust’, is attested in the inscriptions of various Neo-Assyrian 
rulers; e.g. Adad-Nirari III 37 , Ashur-nasir-pal II 38 , Shalmaneser III 39 , 
Sargon II 40 , Esarhaddon 41 and Ashurbanipal. 42 The expression is always 
used in the context of the Assyrian king’s presentation and legitimation: 
he is the most powerful sovereign trusting in divine rule. It is part of the 
Assyrian royal ideology. The expression DiNGiR.MES(//ara) ti-ik-li-ia , 
‘the gods in whom I trust’, used in this context, can be classified as a lit¬ 
erary topos. 

The three instances in which the expression ilani tikli -, ‘the gods of 
[NN’s] trust’, with an enclitic personal pronoun, is used to describe the 
captured gods of conquered enemies taken away as spoils - Sargon II 
Nimrud Prism IV:32; VI:61; Esarhaddon Nin. A V:8 - can be read as 
a contrasting device: the ultimately powerless gods of the conquered 
people compare unfavourably with the powerful Assyrian deities. 

To summarise the evidence: the clause “the gods in whom they 
trusted I counted as spoil” in Sargon’s description of the conquest of 
Samaria in Nimrud Prism IV: 32, cannot be regarded as a literary topos , 
but rather as the description of a real event. 

2.4. What has been carried away from Samaria by the Assyrians? 

Can anything be said about the identity of the dingir.me §(ilani) ti-ik-li- 
su-un carried away from Samaria? In a private communication, Tryggve 
Mettinger suggested to me that the items might have been the massebot , 
‘the standing stones from (the temple) of Samaria’. Although this is an 
attractive view, it must be rejected for the following reasons. 

The Assyrian noun ilu , plur. ilanu , ‘god (gods)’, has a broad spectrum 
of meanings: ‘god; deity; demon; good fortune; spirit of a deceased 

37 Saba’a Stele (H. Tadmor, The historical Inscriptions of Adad-Nirari III, Iraq 35 
[1973], 141-150): 15-16. 

38 Annals {AKA I):22; Inscription from the Wall of Calah {AKA I, 179): 19; and 
(182): 36; Inscription upon Colossal Bull and Lions {AKA I, 193): 9. 

39 Tigris Tunnel Inscription (E. Michel, Die Assur-Texte Salmanassars III. (858-824), 
WO 3 [1964-66], 152):6; (154):2. 

40 Cyprus-stele (L. Messerschmidt & A. Ungnad, Vorderasiatische Schriftdenkmaler der 
koniglichen Museen zu Berlin I [Leipzig, 1907] t. 71) 11:49; Letter to Ashur concern¬ 
ing the 8th Campaign (Mayer, Sargons Feldzug, 110):415. 

41 Brs. A. (Borger, Inschriften, 32):7; Mnm. A. (Borger, Inschriften , 97):27. 

42 Annals 5:36; 7:14; 12 111:15; Summary Inscription 13 Rev.:9: Hunt Inscription g:3; 
Rassam Cylinder II: 121; IV: 101; Inscription from the Temple of Ishtar (R.C. Thomp¬ 
son & M.E.L. Mallowan, The British Museum Excavations at Nineveh, 1931-32, AAA 
20 [1933], 81): 130. 
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child; image of a deity’. The word can refer to the divine in general, to 
a specific deity, or to the image of a deity. 43 From the immediate context 
of Nimrud Prism IV: 32, it can be inferred that the ilanu were objects, 
since they were taken away and counted as spoil. Uehlinger has pro¬ 
posed that the clause [2]0 + 7 iGi(//mm«) 2 me (me) 80 UKU.MES(msw) a-di 
Gis.Gi[GiR.MES(narkabatu) ...] u dingir.mes(//^«/) ti-ik-li-su-un sal-la-[ti- 
is\ am-nu , ‘[2]7,280 people, with [their] chariots, and the gods in whom 
they trusted I counted as spoil’, implies that the ‘gods’ had a military 
function of some kind, since they are paralleled by ‘chariots’, and might 
refer to statues or banners. 44 This view assumes a grammatical analysis of 
the clause that restricts the object of the verb manu , ‘to count’, to ‘27,280 
people’ and construes ‘with their chariots and (with) the gods in whom 
they trusted’ as a complex adverbial adjunct. The non-repetition of adi , 
‘with’, before ‘the gods ...’ is an argument against this view. Moreover, 
it would imply that all the 27,280 deportees from Samaria were seen as 
part of the Samarian army, which seems strange to me. 

In the Nimrud Prism of Sargon II, the word ilu {ilanu), ‘god (gods)’, 
is used differently, being applied in reference to specific deities, the 
main gods of the Assyrian pantheon especially (1:5.6; 111:45; IV: 14; 
VI:43; VII: 17.39), as well as the gods of Babylonia (VI:29). In two 
instances (IV:32 and VI:61), it means the ‘images of the gods’ of a con¬ 
quered nation. Since this meaning is also attested in other Neo-Assyrian 
inscriptions containing remarks on the spoliation of divine images, 45 
there is no reason to doubt that the Assyrians removed divine images 
from the conquered city of Samaria 46 In Assyrian eyes, the items carried 
away were representations of divine beings, 47 and they were most prob¬ 
ably taken away from a temple or a sanctuary. 

Two final remarks before I come to a conclusion. The divine images taken 
away by the Assyrians were most probably not theriomorphic, but anthropo¬ 
morphic. 48 The suggestion that among these divine images were representa¬ 
tions of Yhwh and his Asherah 49 is attractive, but remains to be proven. 

43 See e.g. CAD I and J, 91-103; A.E. Draffkom, ILANI/ELOHIM, JBL 76 (1957), 216- 
224; K. van der Toom, Gods and Ancestors in Emar and Nuzi, ZA 84 (1994), 38-59. 

44 C. Uehlinger, Figurative Policy , Propaganda und Prophetie, to be published in J.A. 
Emerton (ed.), Congress Volume Cambridge 1995 (VTSup; Leiden). The author 
kindly supplied me with a copy of his manuscript prior to its publication. 

45 See Cogan, Imperialism and Religion , 22-41; CAD I/J, 102-103. 

46 See also Niehr, Rise of Yhwh, 57. 

47 Thus Tigay, No Other Gods, 35. 

48 Thus Saggs, Encounter, 23. 

49 Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 263 n. 224. 
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2.5. Conclusion 

The analysis of the remark in the Sargon II Nimrud Prism IV: 32 
points to iconic polytheism in Ancient Israel. It stands to reason that 
Sargon II’s campaign against Samaria was directed against the central 
organs of the Israelite state. These two remarks lead to the conclusion 
that iconic polytheism in Northern Israel was a feature of the state 
religion. This conclusion runs contrary to Holladay’s assumption that 
there had been a tendency toward aniconism in the official cults of 
Judah and Jerusalem. 50 I would agree with Holladay, however, with 
respect to the official cult in Judah as practised in the 7th century 
BCE, 51 although in 8th century Samaria this same tendency did not 
affect the central cult. 


3. Sargon II Palace at Khorsabad Room V Slab 4 Upper Register 

3.1. Room V and Sargon IFs Western Campaigns 

The French excavations at Khorsabad conducted by P.E. Botta in 1844, 
have unearthed the once magnificent palace of the Assyrian king Sargon 
II at Dur-Sharruken. This building complex contained many rooms, 
most of the walls of which were decorated with reliefs depicting the 
exploits of the Assyrian king. 52 


50 J.S. Holladay Jr., Religion in Israel and Judah under the Monarchy: An Explicitly 
Archaeological Approach, Ancient Israelite Religion (FS F.M. Cross; ed. P.D. Miller, 
P.D. Hanson & S.D. McBride; Philadelphia, 1987), 249-299; see also Mettinger, No 
Graven Image , 135-136. 

51 See e.g. F. Stolz, Monotheismus in Israel, Monotheismus im Alten Israel und seiner 
Umwelt (BibB 14; ed. O. Keel; Fribourg, 1980), esp. 154-184; B. Lang, Die Jahwe- 
allein-Bewegung, Der einzige Gott: Die Geburt des biblischen Monotheismus (ed. B. 
Lang; Miinchen, 1981), 47-83; C. Dohmen, Das Bilderverbot: Seine Entstehung und 
seine Entwicklung im Alten Testament (BBB 62; Bonn, 1985); M. Weippert, 
Synkretismus und Monotheismus. Religionsinteme Konfliktbewaltigung im alten 
Israel, Kultur und Konflikt (ed. J. Assmann & D. Harth [Edition Suhrkampf 1612]; 
Frankfurt am Main, 1990), 143-179; Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 322-429; W. Dietrich, 
Der Eine Gott als Symbol politischen Widerstands: Religion und Politik im Juda des 
7. Jahrhunderts, Ein Gott Allein? JHWH-Verehrung und biblischer Monotheismus im 
Kontext der israelitischen und altorientalischen Religionsgeschichte (OBO 139; ed. 
W. Dietrich & M. Klopfenstein; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1994), 463-490. 

52 The decorations have been published by P.E. Botta & M.E. Flandrin, Monuments de 
Ninive (1849); P. Albenda, The Palace of Sargon, King of Assyria: Monumental Wall 
Reliefs at Dur-Sharrukin, from original Drawings made at the Time of their Discovery 
in 1843-1844 by Botta and Flandrin (Synthese 22; Paris 1986). 
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Norma Franklin’s recent re-evaluation of the reliefs from Room V is 
of specific interest in the present context. 53 She has shown that Room V 
was in use as a reception suite in which representatives of provinces, 
vassal-states and other countries met the Assyrian king in audience. The 
decorations had a double function. They glorified Sargon II and they 
frightened possible rebels by suggesting that a rebellion against Sargon 
II was doomed to failure thanks to the overwhelming Assyrian military 
power and the support of the Assyrian gods, in whom the king trusted. 
Franklin also proves that the decorations on the reliefs of Room V are 
geographically ordered and that they all refer to Sargon II’s western 
campaigns, i.e. to Hatti, Syria and Palestine. This part of the argument is 
convincing, because many details on the slabs from the lower register 
can be related to Sargon II’s campaigns against Philistia. It would be 
reasonable to assume, therefore, that the reliefs on the slabs from the 
upper register also relate to events which took place during Sargon’s 
western campaigns. The fact that these slabs are only partially preserved 
poses special problems. 

Franklin proposes an interesting interpretation of a series of slabs 
from the upper register placed at a central and strategical point in Room 
V at Khorsabad. In her view, the series of only partially preserved reliefs 
13-U - 9U; l-U(O) - 2-U(0); 8-U; 6-U - 2-U depict the siege and 
sacking of Samaria. 54 Her main argument for this interpretation is her 
attribution of the ‘curved swords’ of the defenders to Samarians. 55 
Albenda already noticed the peculiarity of the ‘curved swords’, although 
she suggested no relationship with Samaria. 56 

3.2. Slab 4 Upper Register: A Suggestion 

The only partially preserved Slab 4-U from Room V of Sargon’s palace 
depicts a group of five persons carrying objects shoulder high. Neither 
their faces nor the objects they carry are clearly visible. Albenda and 
Franklin did prescind from an interpretation of this scene, although 
Uehlinger has compared it with pictures of the spoliation of divine 
images from Palestine by Assyrian kings, such as the carrying away of 


53 N. Franklin, The Room V Reliefs at Dur-Sharrukin and Sargon II’s Western Cam¬ 
paigns, TA 21 (1994), 255-275. 

54 Franklin, Room V Reliefs, 263-264; 13-U stands for Slab 13 from the upper register; 
l-U(O) refers to Slab 1, upper register, on the corridor O that connects Room V with 
Room VI. Slabs 7-U and 1-U of Room V are not preserved. 

55 Franklin, Room V Reliefs, 264. 

56 Albenda, Palace of Sargon, 83. 
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the gods of Hanun of Gaza by Tiglath-Pileser III and of Ashkelon by 
Sennacherib. 57 The comparison is striking, but not in all its detail. 5-U 
right half, 4-U and 3-U left half show that about a dozen persons are rep¬ 
resented. They are most probably Assyrians, in view of fact that they 
have swords and uniforms. Their attitude suggests that they are carrying 
a precious booty to the king. The Assyrian king is most probably 
depicted as sitting in his chariot on slabs 2-U and 1-U as in slabs 13-L 
and Porte 0, 2-L in the same room V. In line with Uehlinger, it can be 
reasonably assumed that this scene depicts the bringing of divine images 
as booty. But were divine images from Samaria actually brought to the 
king? 

3.3. Analysis 

I do not agree with Franklin’s suggestion that the series of slabs from 
Room V 13-U ff. should be related to the Assyrian conquest of Samaria. 
The reasons for my disagreement are as follows. 

(1) Franklin bases her main argument for identifying the city con¬ 
quered in this series of reliefs on the fact that some defenders are 
armed with quite distinctive ‘curved swords’. The closest parallel of 
these swords, as Franklin indicates, is to be found in the reliefs from 
the palace of Sennacherib at Nineveh, which depict the conquest of the 
Judaean city of Lachish in 701 BCE. Segment IV (Slabs IV and V) 
shows, among other things, a procession of Assyrian soldiers carrying 
away a set of important objects from the city, including chalices, a 
throne and a special chariot. 58 The Assyrian soldier at the rear of this 
procession carries over his shoulder a bundle of what looks like curved 
swords. There is, however, a difference in perspective in the two 
reliefs that makes a comparison difficult and an identification of the 
objects premature. In the relief depicting Sargon II, the swords are par¬ 
tially hidden and carried in a girdle, whilst in the Sennacherib relief, 
they are clearly visible but carried over the shoulder. It should be 


57 See Uehlinger’s contribution in this volume. The relief of Tiglath-Pileser III has been 
edited by A.H. Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh from Drawings made on the Spot 
(London, 1849), PI. 65; for written evidence on the spoliation of divine images from 
Gaza see H. Tadmor, The Inscriptions of Tiglath-Pileser III King of Assyria 
(Jerusalem, 1994), 138-141 (III R 10,2 = Summary Inscription 4:8’-15’).176-179 (ND 
400 = Summary Inscription 8:14’-18’).188-189 (ND 4301+ = Summary Inscription 
9:Rev. 13-16).222-225 (Composite Text). 

58 Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, PI. 20-21; D. Ussishkin, The Conquest of Lachish by 
Sennacherib (Tel Aviv, 1982), 84, Fig. 69, with informative commentary on 102, 105, 
109. 
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noted, moreover, that Lachish was a Judaean and not an Israelite city. 
From the Assyrian point of view, the kingdoms of Israel and Judah 
were neighbouring, but different areas. In their pictorial art, the Assyr¬ 
ians presented Judaeans and Israelites differently. 59 If Franklin’s iden¬ 
tification is correct, the scenes in Sargon II Room V Slab 13-U ff. 
could be interpreted strictly as the depiction of Sargon II’s conquest a 
Judaean city. In the written evidence, there is no indication of Sargon 
II having embarked on a military conquest of Jerusalem, although in 
715 BCE a relatively peaceful campaign against southern Palestine had 
taken place that might have had some implications for Jerusalem. 60 A 
more moderate interpretation of the data would be to assume that the 
‘curved sword’ was a weapon used in the greater area of Syria and 
Palestine. 

(2) The decorations in Room V of the palace of Sargon II at 
Khorsabad were designed to glorify the deeds of the Assyrian king, 
and to impress potential rebels, by presenting the king’s greatest con¬ 
quests. As Franklin correctly suggests, the series under consideration 
had a central place in the inner architecture of Room V and must, 
therefore, reflect one of Sargon II’s major military operations. There is 
no reason to disagree with Franklin’s assertion that most of the reliefs 
from the upper register in Room V relate to Sargon IPs response to the 
anti-Assyrian coalition of 720 BCE. 61 I disagree with her proposal, 
however, to regard the important series of reliefs 13-U ff. as the depic¬ 
tion of the conquest of Samaria, because it was Hamath and not 
Samaria that played the leading role in the coalition. All the Assyrian 
sources relating to these events point to Jaubi‘di of Hamath as the lead¬ 
ing rebel and the primary target of the military campaign in 720 
BCE. 62 


59 See e.g. M. Waller, Nicht-Assyrer neuassyrischer Darstellung (AOAT 26; Neu- 
kirchen-Vluyn, 1975), 42-76, esp. 67 and 75. 

60 See Becking, Fall of Samaria, 54-55; with critical remarks by N. Na’aman, Hezekiah 
and the Kings of Assyria, TA 21 (1994), 235-254. 

61 Franklin, Room V Reliefs, 271. 

62 See e.g. Sargon II Annals (ed. Fuchs, Inschriften , 89): 23-25; Sargon II Cyprus-stela 
(ed. Messerschmidt & A. Ungnad, V'orderasiatische Schriftdenkmaler I, No 71):51-65; 
H. Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur, 317, gives a few additions to this text on the basis 
of an unpublished stela of Sargon II from Hamath; Sargon II Display inscription (ed. 
Fuchs, Inschriften , 200-201):33-36; Sargon II Nimrud Prism IV:25-28 (see above); 
Sargon II Iran-stela (ed. L.D. Levine, Two Neo-Assyrian stelae from Iran [Toronto, 
1972], 68) 11:4-12; Sargon II Assur Charter (ed. H.W.F. Saggs, Historical texts and 
fragments of Sargon II of Assyria, 1. the “Assur charter”, Iraq 37 [1975], 11-20): 17- 
28; Eponym calendar C b 4 (ed. A. Ungnad, RLA 2, 433):Rev 1’. 
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In view of the evidence, I would suggest that the scene on Slab 4-U 
presents the gift of divine images to an Assyrian overlord by inhabitants 
of the Syrian city of Hamath. 63 


4. Conclusion 

The analysis of the possible evidence from Mesopotamia for iconic 
polytheism in ancient Israel has yielded both a positive and a negative 
result. The written evidence, Sargon II Nimrud Prism IV: 32, supports 
the assumption that divine images were used in the royal cult of 
Samaria. The decorations in Room V of the palace at Khorsabad most 
probably do not refer to Samaria at all. 

After the fall of Samaria, the iconic and polytheistic royal cult in 
Samaria came to an end, although this does not mean that the veneration 
of the divine through images, as such, also ceased in the area. The set¬ 
tlers brought in by the Assyrians might have had their own divine 
images; this type of veneration cannot, however, be classified as 
Israelite state religion. On the other hand, the theological evaluation by 
the so-called Deuteronomistic movement of the events leading to the 
Assyrian conquest and occupation of the territory of Northern Israel, 
might have enhanced the process in the 7th century BCE that led to ani- 
conism and anti-iconism. Existing, and probably very old, traditions of 
de facto aniconism in village and family religion developed gradually 
into programmatic aniconism in the royal cult in Josianic times. 64 In 
other words, after the images of the gods in whom the Samarians had 
vainly trusted were carried away to Assyria, former Israelites living in 
Judah went on to develop a new view of God. 


63 This possibility is mentioned by Franklin, Room V Reliefs, 264, but she does not give 
it serious consideration. 

64 On the distinction between de facto and programmatic aniconism see Mettinger, No 
Graven Image , esp. 18-27. 
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1. Introduction 

Qoheleth expresses a profound truth when he says wehesron lo’ yukal 
lehimmanot , ‘[W]hat is lacking cannot be counted’ (Qoh 1:15). His 
observation may account for some of the difficulties in dealing with ani- 
conism, since aniconism is, indeed, the absence of something, viz. of 
images. Thus, we understand why so much scholarly effort has gone into 
the study of Israelite aniconism without resulting in something even 
remotely reminiscent of a scholarly consensus. 1 * * * * & The initiative, taken by 
my Leiden colleagues, to organize a conference on images and anicon¬ 
ism is thus a laudable one. For my contribution I have chosen to study 
the developments and origins of Israelite aniconism. This provides me 


1 From the last decade one can mention: C. Dohmen, Das Bilderverbot. Seine Entstehung 
und seine Entwicklung im Alten Testament (BBB 62; Bonn, 1985); R.S. Hendel, The 
Social Origins of the Aniconic Tradition in Early Israel, CBQ 50 (1988), 365-382; F.L. 

Hossfeld, Du sollst dir kein Bild machen! Die Funktion des alttestamentlichen 
Bilderverbots, Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift 98 (1989), 81-94; M. Dietrich and O. 
Loretz, ‘Jahwe und seine Aschera’, Anthropomorphes Kultbild in Mesopotamien, 
Ugarit und Israel; Das biblische Bilderverbot (UBL 9; Munster, 1992); O. Keel, Fern 
von Jerusalem. Friihe Jerusalemer Kulttraditionen und ihre Trager und Tragerinnen, 

Zion. Ort der Be gegnung; Festschrift fur Laurentius Klein (BBB 90; ed. F. Hahn et al.\ 
Bonn, 1993), 439-502, esp. 482-496; O. Keel & C. Uehlinger, Jahwe und die Sonnen- 

gottheit von Jerusalem, Ein Gott allein (ed. W. Dietrich & M.A. Klopfenstein; 

Freiburg/Gottingen, 1994), 269-306, esp. 286-292; O. Loretz, Das ‘Ahnen- und Gotter- 
statuen-Verbot’ im Dekalog und die Einzigkeit Jahwes, Ein Gott allein (ed. W. Dietrich 

& M.A. Klopfenstein; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1994), 491-527; C.D. Evans, Cult Images, 
Royal Policies and the Origins of Aniconism, The Pitcher is Broken. Memorial Essays 
for Gosta W. Ahlstrom (JSOTSup 190; ed. S.W. Holloway & L.K. Handy; Sheffield, 
1995), 192-212; B.B. Schmidt, The Aniconic Tradition. On Reading Images and View¬ 
ing Texts, The Triumph ofElohim. From Yahwisms to Judaisms (ed. D. Vikander Edel- 
man; Kampen, 1995), 75-105; and T. Mettinger, No Graven Image? Israelite Anicon¬ 
ism in its Ancient Near Eastern Context (ConB OT 42; Stockholm, 1995). Note also 
M.B. Dick, Prophetic Parodies against Making the Cult Image, Born in Heaven, Made 
on Earth: The Creation of the Cult Image (ed. M.B. Dick; Winona Lake; forthcoming) 
and T.J. Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism in Ancient Israel. Review article on Met¬ 
tinger, No Graven Image (1995), to appear in JAOS. 
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with a welcome opportunity to comment on matters that I dealt with 
only briefly or not at all in my recent monograph, No Graven Image? 

My strategy will be as follows: I shall start with the formulated pro¬ 
hibition of images, which will turn out to be a fairly late construct, and 
then work my way against the current of time into the less-known field 
of the pre-exilic religion of Judah and Israel. I shall then present the 
major lines of a perspective which takes cognizance of the comparative 
material from surrounding cultures. In my concluding remarks I shall 
return to the term aniconism and discuss the justification for using this 
term to describe certain phenomena which I deal with. I shall use both 
biblical and archaeological data. My main focus will be on the Yahwis- 
tic cult at the level of official religion. 

First some words about terminology and definitions. The term ‘ani¬ 
conism’ will here be used to refer to cults where there is no iconic rep¬ 
resentation of the deity (anthropomorphic or theriomorphic) serving as 
the dominant or central cultic symbol. I want to stress in this context that 
I use ‘aniconic’ as a formal category without preconceived views about 
the notions of deity (which may very well be anthropomorphic) or about 
the type of imputed referential relations between the symbol (the 
theophoric object) and its referent (the worshipper’s notion of God). 2 3 
‘Aniconic’ to me means non-anthropomorphic and non-theriomorphic. I 
use ‘image’ to refer to anthropomorphic or theriomorphic representa¬ 
tions of the divine. 4 

In my discussion I shall apply a distinction between two forms of ani¬ 
conism, namely that between the mere absence of images, on the one 


2 This essay also represents a response to two of my critics: O. Loretz, Semitischer 
Anikonismus und biblisches Bilderverbot. Review article on T. Mettinger, No Graven 
Image (1995), UF 26 (1994 [1996]), 209-223 and C. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism in 
Context, Bib 77 (1996), 540-549, a draft of which Dr. Uehlinger kindly placed at my 
disposal. Of other reviews of my book I find that by Lewis, Divine Images and Ani¬ 
conism (forthcoming), of special importance. I want to thank here Uzi Avner, District 
Archaeologist in the service of Israel Antiquities Authorities, Dr. Jutta Borker-Klahn, 
Mrs. Pemille Carstens, ThM, Dr. Martti Nissinen and Prof. Martin Metzger for valuable 
discussions on various matters and for some helpful tips on literature (private corre¬ 
spondence). 

3 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 18-27. Ideas about the referential relation, however, 
appear in Deut 4:12, 15. Note that I would no longer use the expression ‘the aniconic 
God’, as I did in my The Veto on Images and the Aniconic God in Ancient Israel, Reli¬ 
gious Symbols and their Functions (Scripta Instituti Donnerani Aboensis 10; ed. H. 
Biezais; Stockholm, 1979), 15. 

4 I shall not here enter into a discussion of categories like physiomorphic or phytomor- 
phic, cf. Mettinger, No Graven Image , 19 n. 24 and F. Stolz, Einfiirung in den biblis- 
chen Monotheismus (Darmstadt, 1996), 98-99. 
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hand, and, on the other, the programmatic demand for a cult without 
images, that is, the repudiation of iconic objects. I shall call the first type 
de facto aniconism, the other programmatic aniconism. De facto anicon- 
ism probably tended to be tolerant, while programmatic aniconism, hav¬ 
ing been subjected to the rigours of theological reflection, was likely 
characterized by a conscious and programmatic attitude which was apt 
to lead to outright iconoclasm. 


2. The Prohibition of Images and the Deuteronomistic Name 

Theology 

It is obvious to any perceptive reader of the Hebrew Bible that the legal, 
historical and prophetic traditions all display a markedly negative atti¬ 
tude towards idolatry, the worship of images. The attempt to work out 
the main lines of the development of this negative attitude and to lay 
bare its prior stages is greatly facilitated by the work undertaken by 
Christoph Dohmen. 5 In the case of the prohibition of images 6 in the 
Decalogue in Exod 20:4 and Deut 5:8, we seem to be confronted with 
programmatic aniconism in its uncompromising form. Three observa¬ 
tions should be made concerning the Decalogue material. 

(1) The first is that the formulation found in the Book of Exodus is 
dependent on its counterpart in Deuteronomy. This observation was 
made by Hossfeld 7 who noted that, in the expression pesel kol temuna in 
Deut 5:8, the last two words are in apposition to the first, while Exod 
20:4 has a juxtaposition with we: reading pesel wekol temuna. The form 
in Deuteronomy is lectio difficilior and claims priority. We may then 
conclude that the version in Deuteronomy is the older of the two. 

(2) The second observation is that the prohibition of images in 
Deuteronomy probably was not found in the Decalogue from the begin¬ 
ning. It was Zimmerli who made the important observation about the 
suffixes in Deuteronomy 5:9 (‘you shall not bow down to them or wor- 


5 Dohmen, Bilderverbot , 236-277. Prior to Dohmen the historical aspects were dealt with 
by W. Zimmerli, Das Bilderverbot in der Geschichte des Alten Israel, Studien zur 
alttestamentlichen Theologie und Prophetie 2 (Theologische Biicherei 51; ed. W. Zim¬ 
merli; Munich, 1974), 247-260; Mettinger, Veto on Images; and others. 

6 The express prohibition of images is found in Exod 20:4; 20:23; 34:17; Lev 19:4; 
26:1; Deut 5:8; 27:15. 

7 F.L. Hossfeld, Der Dekalog (OBO 45; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1982), 21-31. For a critique 
of Hossfeld on this, see A. Graupner, Zum Verhaltnis der beiden Dekalogfassungen Ex 
20 und Dtn 5, ZAW 99 (1987), 311-315. 
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ship them') that they refer back, not to the image of the previous verse, 
but to the ‘other gods’ in 5:7. 8 Moran was the first to draw the natural 
conclusion from the fact that v. 8 with its prohibition of images is, so to 
speak, by-passed: ‘[CJertainly this is much easier to explain if the verse 
simply was not in the text when Ex 20,5 = Dt 5,9 ... was put in the 
Decalogue.’ 9 

Elaborating on this, Timo Veijola shows that there are reasons to 
believe that the redactor responsible for this insertion was the very 
redactor who also reworked a basic layer in Deuteronomy 4 (deriving 
from the Nomistic redaction, DtrN) rendering it into a rationale for the 
prohibition on images (Deut 4:12b, 15, 16a). 10 

Thus, irrespective of the question about which Decalogue version may 
claim general priority, it seems that the prohibition of images exists in 
its oldest form in Deuteronomy 5. This means that even our earliest pro¬ 
hibition of images is found in a fairly late literary formulation. More¬ 
over, it stands there as an insertion, probably due to the redactor Veijola 
labels DtrB (B referring to his ‘Bundestheologische Redaktion’) who 
was also responsible for the above-mentioned reworking of Deuteron¬ 
omy 4. 11 

(3) The third observation is that the Decalogue commandment pre¬ 
supposes the aniconic nature of the cult of Yhwh. Admittedly, the 
immediate reference of the commandment is to images of other deities, 
not primarily to images of Yhwh. On this debated issue I agree with 
Houtman who gives a thorough discussion of the matter. 12 The fact that 
the prohibition is an insertion into the first commandment and the cir¬ 
cumstance that in Deuteronomy 4 the veto on images is closely linked 
up with the ban on foreign gods (vv. 3-4, 19 and esp. 23) indicates that 
the Decalogue prohibition of images is primarily directed against other 


8 W. Zimmerli, Das zweite Gebot, Gottes Offenbarung (Theologische Biicherei 19; ed. 
W. Zimmerli; Munich, 1969 [1963]), 236-238. Zimmerli demonstrates that ‘to bow 
down and serve’ is a stereotyped Deuteronomistic phrase which refers without excep¬ 
tion to ‘strange gods’. 

9 W.L. Moran, The Conclusion of the Decalogue (Ex 20,17 = Dt 5,21), CBQ 29 (1967), 
553. C. Levin, Der Dekalog am Sinai, VT 35 (1985), 170 with note 9, arrives at the 
same conclusion. 

10 T. Veijola, Bundestheologische Redaktion im Deuteronomium, Das Deuteronomium 
und seine Querbeziehungen (Schriften der Finnischen Exegetischen Gesellschaft 62; 
ed. T. Veijola; Helsinki/Gottingen, 1996), 258-260. 

11 For a discussion of this layer, see Veijola, Bundestheologische Redaktion. 

12 See C. Houtman, Exodus vertaald en verklaard , Vol. Ill (Kampen, 1996), 29-37, esp. 
30-34. - My thanks to Professor A. van der Kooij, Leiden, who called my attention to 
the importance of this question. 
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deities. Yhwh cannot stand the presence of other deities in his sanctuary 
(cf. ’itti, ‘in my presence’, Exod 20:23). The question whether an image 
of Yhwh is forbidden is not dealt with explicitly in the Decalogue. 

However, in Deuteronomy 4 (vv. 12, 15-16) it is clearly an image of 
Yhwh that is forbidden: the veto on images is based upon the fact that 
the Israelites saw no form when the Lord spoke at Horeb. This layer 
derives from the redactor who inserted the prohibition of images into its 
present place. Therefore I am inclined to speak of the ‘second com¬ 
mandment’ as an implicit attestation of a programmatic aniconism of 
Yahwistic faith. The aniconic nature of the cult of Yhwh is presupposed, 
simply assumed (Houtman: ‘verondersteld’, 32). The commandment 
prohibiting the contamination of Yahwistic cult with images of other 
deities is thus formulated on the basis of the practice of aniconic cult for 
Yhwh. The prohibition of images of other gods is a fortiori a prohibition 
of images of Yhwh and it has been thus understood in the Auslegungs- 
geschichte. 

Our observations thus far enable us to take another important step in 
our analysis and consider a possibility that seems to have been generally 
overlooked in previous research. According to our analysis, the prohibi¬ 
tion of images is a Deuteronomistic phenomenon from late exilic or 
early post-exilic times. 13 There are reasons to ask whether the prohibi¬ 
tion may be related to another aspect of Deuteronomistic theology, one 
that is intimately related to the issue of divine presence at the sanctuary: 
the Deuteronomistic Name theology (which is certainly prior to DtrB). 14 
It is obvious that, in the view of the Deuteronomists, Yhwh is repre¬ 
sented in his sanctuary by his Name, while other deities would have 
been represented by their images. The temporal and conceptual proxim¬ 
ity of the two, i.e., prohibition of images and Name theology, is evident. 
Both are exilic phenomena in the broad sense of the term. 15 Moreover, 


13 On the date of DtrB, see Veijola, Bundestheologische Redaktion, 275. 

14 On the Deuteronomistic Name theology, see T. Mettinger, The Dethronement of 
Sabaoth: Studies in the Shem and Kabod Theologies (ConB OT 18; Lund, 1982), 38- 
79, and M. Keller, Untersuchungen zur deuteronomisch-deuteronomistischen Namens- 
theologie (BBB 105; Weinheim, 1996). On divine presence in Deuteronomy, note I. 
Wilson, Out of the Midst of the Fire: Divine Presence in Deuteronomy (SBLDS 151; 
Atlanta, 1995) - While Keel and Uehlinger refer to the Name theology as a possible 
explanation of the floruit of aniconic ‘name seals’, see Gottinnen, Gotter und 
Gottessymbole (QD 134; Freiburg, 1992), §§ 207-208, esp. 208 towards the end, 
scholars seem to have overlooked the possibility of a connection between the Name 
theology and the prohibition of images. 

15 On the date of the prohibition of images, see above. On the date of the Name theology, 
see Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth, 41, 54-56, 59-66, 78, and Keller, Unter- 
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we should note (a) that the three occurrences in Deuteronomy of the for¬ 
mula lasum + the Name belong to the redactional layer which Veijola 
denoted as DtrB, thus deriving from the redactor who displayed a pro¬ 
found interest in the prohibition of images (Deut 12:5, 21; 14:24) 16 and 
(b) that Name theology and the repudiation of images occur together in 
Deut 12:2-7 (note vv. 3 and 5) and 2 Kgs 21:1-9 (note vv. 3-4, 7). 

In conclusion : The prohibition of images is found in a late Dtr layer 
in Deuteronomy 5 (DtrB), and Exodus 20:4 should be dated even later. 
In absolute terms this Dtr strand should probably be dated to the second 
half of the 6th century BCE. In Deuteronomy 5 the prohibition of 
images forms an insertion into the first commandment. 17 In Deutero¬ 
nomy 4 the prohibition is a prohibition of images of Yhwh. This layer of 
Deuteronomy presents programmatic aniconism. The same layer dis¬ 
plays an interest in the Deuteronomistic Name theology, according to 
which the divine Name manifested the divine presence at the cult place. 
We shall return to this below, using it as a heuristic device for further 
enquiries, but first we shall raise the question of whether the prohibition 
of images derives from a programmatic aniconism of pre-exilic times. 


3. Pre-Exilic Aniconism? 

3.1. Programmatic aniconism in pre-exilic times? 

Starting from the conclusion that the Decalogue prohibition is very late 
(not even found in the Deuteronomic legal code, Deuteronomy 12-26), 
we shall now ‘proceed’ backwards in time in order to see if there are 
traces of such a programmatic aniconism in the centuries before the 
Exile. We shall first consider material relating to the time span from the 
8th to the 6th century BCE. 

An archaeological fact of potential interest is the change that takes 
place in the iconographical repertoire of glyptic art towards the end of 


suchungen zur Namenstheologie, 22-58, esp. 42-45; 153-170. To Wilson’s results, Out 
of the Midst of the Fire , 199-217, cf. Keller’s stress on the presence of a sort of ‘aspec¬ 
tual thinking’ in Deuteronomy, where two notions of divine presence (the Name and 
‘before/in the presence of the Lord’) are in a complementary relation to each other, see 
Keller, Untersuchungen zur Namenstheologie, 148-152. 

16 See Veijola, Bundestheologische Redaktion, 266-267 

17 Exod 20:23 and 34:17 can no longer be adduced as evidence for the existence of a pro¬ 
hibition of images prior to the Decalogue formulations. On Exod 20:23, see Mettinger, 
No Graven Image , 138 with lit. and on Exod 34:17, see Dohmen, Bilderverbot , 182- 
184 and 257 note 63 with lit. 
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the 7th century. While the previous part of that century showed a ten¬ 
dency towards the use of astral symbols on seals, 18 we subsequently find 
two groups of bullae, firmly dated to the period between Josiah’s reform 
and 587/6, that depart from this insofar as they contain no anthropomor¬ 
phic representations and no astral symbols, but instead a use of phyto- 
morphic (vegetational) and architectural motifs. 19 

Discussing the textual material for the possible prehistory of the pro¬ 
hibition of images, Frank-Lothar Hossfeld 20 has observed that we are 
able to speak of two different periods as regards the practical attitudes to 
cultic symbols and images in Israelite religion. During an earlier period 
no specific problems with cultic symbols and images (Judg 3:19, 26; 
8:24-27; 17-18) appear to be found; the bronze serpent is accorded the 
approbation of Moses (Num 21:4ff.; 2 Kgs 18:4) and the cult at Bethel 
is tolerated (1 Kgs 12:26-30). This is followed by a second period, 
marked by rather less tolerance. According to Hossfeld, evidence for this 
change in attitude is found both in the North (Hosea) and in the South 
(Exodus 32 21 ; the reform of Hezekiah). 

One text is particularly difficult to handle, namely 1 Samuel 5 and its 
presentation of the theomachy between Yhwh, represented by his ark, 
and Dagon, represented by his statue in his temple. The outcome is well- 
known: Dagon is found, prostrated before the ark ‘and the head of 
Dagon and both his hands were lying cut off upon the threshold’ (v. 4). 22 
The suggested dates for this passage vary widely, 23 from the reign of 
David 24 to exilic or post-exilic times. 25 The passage focusses on the issue 


18 See Keel & Uehlinger, GGG §§ 172-188. 

19 See C. Uehlinger, Gab es eine joschijanische Kultreform? Pladoyer fur ein begriin- 
detes Minimum, Jeremia und die ‘deuteronomistische Bewegung’ (BBB 98; ed. W. 
Gross; Weinheim, 1995), 65-67 with lit. - On the role of figurines in Iron Age Pales¬ 
tine, see Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism (forthcoming). 

20 Hossfeld, Der Dekalog, 270-271. See also Zimmerli, Das Bilderverbot, and Mettinger, 
Veto on Images. 

21 Note W.I. Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution under Jeroboam I (SBLMS 47; 
Atlanta, 1993), 123-135, esp. 127, 147. See also J. Hahn, Das ‘Goldene Kalb’; Die 
Jahwe-Verehrung bei Stierbildern in der Geschichte Israels (Europaische Hoch- 
schulschriften 23:154; Frankfurt & Bern, [U981] 2 1987), 20-265. 

22 For archaeological parallels, see W. Zwickel, Dagons abgeschlagener Kopf (1 Samuel 
V 3-4), VT 44 (1994), 239-249. 

23 See K. van der Toom & C. Houtman, David and the Ark, JBL 113 (1994), 210 n. 5, 
and see the survey of research on the Ark narrative in W. Dietrich and T. Naumann, 
Die Samuelbiicher, (EdF 287; Darmstadt, 1995), 121-143, esp. 142-143. 

24 Thus P.D. Miller Jr. & J.J.M. Roberts, The Hand of the Lord: A Reassessment of the 
‘Ark Narrative’ of 1 Samuel (Baltimore, 1977), 73-74. 

25 Note Zwickel’s suggestion to date 1 Sam 5:3-4 to ‘(spat-)nachexilischer Zeit’, Dagons 
Kopf, 249, on the basis of the late date of the archaeological parallels for the cutting 
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of which god is most powerful, Yhwh or Dagon. This is religious 
polemic expressed with passion. However, no particular emphasis 
appears to be attached to a negative attitude to images in themselves. We 
should therefore concentrate on the material related to the careers of 
Hosea, Hezekiah and Josiah. 

1. Hosea. In the extant written sources Hosea seems to be the first 
witness to this change in attitude. 26 However, there is a slight problem in 
this connection insofar as we have to reckon with a certain degree of 
redactional intrusion into the Book of Hosea. Nissinen has made a good 
case for the presence of a late strand in the book that presupposes the 
combination of the Decalogue prologue and the first commandment (cf. 
Hos 13:4). 27 Though there are scholars who have tended to ascribe most 
or all of the anti-idol polemics in Hosea to late redaction, 28 it seems wise 
to take a cautious position here and grant to Hosea at least a share in 
these passages in the book that bears his name. 29 

If Hosea thus stigmatised the use of cultic images, he was not acting 
on the basis of an existing prohibition. If he knew a prior form of the 
Decalogue (cf. Hos 4:2), it was certainly one without the ‘second com¬ 
mandment’. What interests us here is whether the earliest strand of the 
Book of Hosea expresses any reaction against the image as image. His 
anti-idol sayings belong within the framework of a sweeping criticism of 
the cult of the Northern kingdom. In view of this fundamental orienta¬ 
tion, some scholars tend to think that Hosea had no antipathy whatsoever 


off of the hands. But note his own example from Late Bronze Age Hazor, the torso 
from which an arm (!) has been broken off (244f.) 

26 Hosea 2:10; 4:7 (cf. Ps 106:20), 4:17; 8:4-6; 10:5; 11:2; 13:2; 14:4, 9. 

27 M. Nissinen, Prophetie, Redaktion und Fortschreibung im Hoseabuch (AOAT 231; 
Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1991), 152-168, esp. 156-162. Nissinen takes most of the 
anti-idol passages to be redactional insertions. On 4:17-18 see Nissinen 121-126, 133, 
228; on 10:5a 310, 312; on 11:2 314-325 and on 14:9 332-335. Nissinen has not 
analysed 8:4-6 and 13:2. 

28 The most notable example is G.A. Yee, Composition and Tradition in the Book of 
Hosea (SBLDS 102; Atlanta, 1987), 316-317; on Hosea 8 esp. 189-197. Nissinen, too, 
goes a long way in this direction. 

29 Note for instance I. Willi-Plein, Vorformen der Schriftexegese innerhalb des alten 
Testaments (BZAW 123; Berlin, 1971), 164 on Hosea 8:4-6: ‘eine der fruhesten Ver- 
ankerungen spaterer Gotzenpolemik, die wiederum auf ihn zuruckgewirkt hat.’ See 
further H. Utzschneider, Hosea: Prophet vor dem Ende (OBO 31; Freiburg/Gottingen, 
1980), 98-104, Dohmen, Bilderverbot , 258-262, and Toews, Monarchy and Religious 
Institution , 151-172. - In Hos 10:5c there seems to be an allusion to the Ark Narrative, 
see 1 Sam 4:21. - In addition to this material in Hosea there are also other passages 
with anti-idol polemics in the eighth century prophets as in Isa 2:8, 18, 20; 10:10-11; 
19:1, 3; 31:7; Mic 1:7; 5:12-13. Though some of these instances may be late, I am 
inclined to consider some of them as genuine. 
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to images as such. Thus Utzschneider: ‘Uns will scheinen, dass die 
Wendung Hoseas gegen die Bilder nicht Ursache, sondem Folge seines 
Urteils liber den Kult von Bet-El ist.’ 30 The view of Toews is similar: 

Hosea does exhibit a very significant aniconic tendency, but the reason 
for the iconoclasm does not appear to lie in some philosophically 
grounded rejection of the symbols and icons in themselves, nor in the 
notion that they are illegitimate in terms of tradition or that they are un- 
Yahwistic, un-Israelite, and foreign. 31 

The images in Hosea are probably Yahwistic items, 32 both the calf 
sculpture in Bethel and its replicas in the form of figurines (13:2). On 
this I agree with Toews. Nevertheless, it seems to me that Hosea 8:4-6 
is a passage that says something more, one that reveals a critique of the 
image as image, especially in the formulation concerning the divine 
rejection of the calf (v. 5a) and in the words ‘an artisan made it; it is not 
God (weld’ ’eldhim hu’)\ 33 At some level in the religion of Israel, 
whether official or popular, the bull statue had been taken to refer to the 
deity. It is this interpretation which provoked a reaction from Hosea. 

2. The ‘reform’ of Hezekiah. Turning now to the southern kingdom 
we must first comment on the ‘reform’ of Hezekiah. According to 2 Kgs 
18:4 (cf. v. 22) Hezekiah took measures against the bamoth, masseboth, 
the asherah and the bronze serpent. In a recent study Na’aman 34 made a 
number of observations which, taken together, demonstrate that there 
was hardly any substantial pre-Dtr tradition behind this verse. Na’aman 
notes that the verse has the same order of enumeration as appears in 
Deut 7:5; 12:3, a circumstance that indicates that, like a good Deutero- 
nomist, Hezekiah observes the Law in all its minute points. The archaeo¬ 
logical findings at Tel Arad and Tel Beersheba cannot be adduced as 


30 Utzschneider, Hosea, 104 

31 Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution , 168. 

32 We are concerned not so much with propaganda from the ‘Yhwh alone’-movement (as 
Dohmen thought, Bilderverbot , 261) as a process of differentiation within Yahwism, 
see M.S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the other Deities in Ancient 
Israel (San Francisco, 1990), 145-160, and J. Jeremias, Der Begriff ‘Baal’ im 
Hoseabuch und seine Wirkungsgeschichte, Ein Gott Allein (ed. W. Dietrich & M. A. 
Klopfenstein; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1994), esp. 443-444 and 459. 

33 Note, however, that formulations about the human production of images of the same 
type as in Hos 13:2; 14:4 are prominent in Dtr literature, see Deut 4:28; 27:15; 
31:29; 1 Kgs 16:7; 2 Kgs 19:18; 22:17. In distinction from these nominal formula¬ 
tions, the one in Hos 8:6 uses a verbal formulation. - Linguistic similarities between 
Hosea and the Dtr literature can be used in arguments for the priority of either. 

34 N. Na’aman, The Debated Historicity of Hezekiah’s Reform in the Light of Historical 
and Archaeological Research, ZAW 107 (1995), 179-195. 
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positive evidence that Hezekiah carried out such reforms. The Lachish 
reliefs, on the contrary, would seem to show that there was indeed a cult 
place at Lachish when the city was captured, which renders problematic 
the assumption that there was a reform directed against the bamoth. The 
D-historian, then, had no written source material at hand about a reform 
made by Hezekiah. Na’aman’s negative conclusion about the historicity 
of the information in 2 Kgs 18:4 confirms previous studies by other 
scholars. 35 

One detail, however, demands credit: The statement concerning the 
destruction of the bronze serpent made by Moses can hardly be a Dtr 
invention. 36 Thus, the reign of Hezekiah yields one instance in which 
measures were taken to remove an image to which sacrifices were 
directed. The motives behind this action, however, are difficult to assess. 
It may have been part of Hezekiah’s anti-Assyrian policies, 37 or, again, 
it may have had something to do with the solarisation of Yhwh during 
the reign of Hezekiah, a trend that Taylor deems probable on the basis of 
the iconography of the /ra//:-seals. 38 Though there are no traces of the 
existence of a formulated prohibition of images, the action probably 
expresses an aversion to theriomorphic representations. 39 Hezekiah here 
seems to be in line with the anti-idol polemics of Hosea. 

3. The reform of Josiah (2 Kings 23)3° This reform combined two 
different concerns: the centralization of the cult (the elimination of the 
bamoth) and the exclusive worship of Yhwh. The actions taken against 
cultic symbols such as the ' aseraT aserim (vv. 6, 14) and the massebot 


35 See H.D. Hoffmann, Reform und Reformen: Untersuchungen zu einer Grundthema der 
deuteronomistischen Geschichtsschreibung (ATANT 66; Zurich, 1980), 146-155, and 
H.Spieckermann, Juda unter Assur in der Sargonidenzeit (FRLANT 129; Gottingen, 
1982), 170-175, 195-199. For a different assessment, see R.H. Lowery, The Reforming 
Kings: Cults and Society in First Temple Judah (JSOTSup 120; Sheffield, 1991), 142- 
168. 

36 Note that also Na’aman takes this to belong to the pre-Dtr source material in Kings 
(194 top). 

37 Thus Dohmen, Bilderverbot , 262-266, esp. 266. Note the criticism of this suggestion in 
Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 314 n. 288. 

38 On this process, see J.G. Taylor, Yahweh and the Sun: Biblical and Archaeological 
Evidence for Sun Worship in Ancient Israel (JSOTSup 111; Sheffield, 1993), 42-58, 
165. 

39 See Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 312-314. 

40 I take this to be a real, historical event. See Lowery, The Reforming Kings , 190-209, 
and R. Albertz, Die Religionsgeschichte Israels in alttestamentlicher Zeit, 2 vols. 
(Gottingen, 1992), 304-360, and note especially Uehlinger, Gab es eine joschianische 
Kultreform, with the appropriate subtitle ‘Pladoyer fur ein begriindetes Minimum’. For 
a survey of recent research, see B. Gieselmann, Die sogenannte josianische Reform in 
der gegenwartigen Forschung, ZAW 106 (1994), 223-242. 
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(v. 14) are to be seen in the light of this, that is as innovative actions 
undertaken in the interest of the unity and purity of the cult, and not as 
the effects of an already existing prohibition of images. 41 In the process 
of what Mark Smith has termed ‘differentiation’, legitimate Yahwistic 
cult symbols, such as the asherah, were now condemned and 
destroyed. 42 Little is said in the text, however, that witnesses to a grow¬ 
ing sensitivity to anthropomorphic or theriomorphic symbols. 

Since masseboth will be important to us below it should be pointed 
out that these cultic symbols fell under suspicion (v. 14) as standard re¬ 
quisites of the open-air cult places, the bamoth, and since they were also 
used in pagan cults. There are no reliable indications that masseboth 
came under fire already during the reign of Hezekiah. 43 

We may then thus far summarise as follows: The prohibition of 
images is probably to be dated not earlier than the middle of the 6th cen¬ 
tury. 44 Note that it is not even found in the Deuteronomic legal code 
(Deut 12-26). In its earliest form, it is to be regarded as a manifestation 
of the demand for the exclusive worship of Yhwh but it was formulated 
on the basis of the practice of aniconic cult for Yhwh. The emergence of 
this programmatic aniconism on the stage of history should be under¬ 
stood in the light of what we know of this period. It was the time when 
full-blown monotheism makes its first appearance in the biblical tradi¬ 
tion. 45 The ‘other gods’ are gods represented by images. Babylonia is ‘a 
land of images’ (Jer 50:38). Running parallel to this repulsion occa¬ 
sioned by foreign religion there is also theological reflection in the same 
Dtr strand of tradition expressing a more profound reason for the ani¬ 
conic stance: ‘You heard the sound of words but saw now form’ (Deut 
4:12; cf. v. 15). Therefore Yhwh cannot be represented by an image. 
The biblical formulation forbids similarity-based representations of the 
divine but allows metonymic ones, to use the terminology of Halbertal 


41 As was pointed out by Dohmen, Bilderverbot, 269. The Chronicler fills out the picture 
and refers to ‘images’ in 2 Chr 34:3, 4, 7. 

42 See Smith, The Early History of God, 145-160, esp. 150. 

43 On 2 Kgs 18:4, see above. Mic 5:12 is probably late and is from a time when masse¬ 
both had been subsumed under the prohibition of images (Lev 26:1). 

44 J. Gutman, Deuteronomy: Religious Reformation or Iconoclastic Revolution? Sacred 
Images: Studies in Jewish Art from Antiquity to the Middle Ages , study III (Northamp¬ 
ton, 1989), is thus too early when he opts for the Josianic era and speaks of ‘Josiah’s 
sweeping iconoclastic program’, page 9. Cf. Evans, Cult Images, 209-212. So too is 
Dohmen, Bilderverbot , 269-273, when he speaks of the ‘friihdtr. Zeit..., d.h. das 
beginnende Exil’ (270). 

45 See H. Vorlander, Der Monotheismus Israels als Antwort auf die Krise des Exils, Der 
einzige Gott (ed. B. Lang; Munich, 1981), 84-113. 
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and Margalit. 46 Whether this theological reflection has received an impe¬ 
tus from Zoroastrianism which acquired importance towards the end of 
the exilic period, is a question that deserves further attention. 47 

Prior to this programmatic aniconism we find some signs of a reaction 
against images in connection with Hosea in the north (the bull at Bethel) 
and Hezekiah in the south (Nehushtan) but hardly traces of a Decalogue 
prohibition. The report about Josiah’s reform is surprisingly silent about 
images. Two late pre-exilic groups of bullae, however, seem to indicate 
a growing antipathy to astral symbols. When all is said and done, it is 
difficult to argue that there was a living tradition of programmatic ani¬ 
conism prior to the exilic period. 

3.2. De facto aniconism in pre-exilic times: the empty cherubim throne 

I shall now proceed to a discussion of the state cults of Judah and North¬ 
ern Israel. In doing this we must be aware of the risk of repristinating the 
prohibition of images to a period in which it was not yet formulated and 
still less implemented. Recent and forthcoming contributions by Loretz, 
Niehr and Uehlinger, arguing that the role of iconic symbols was con¬ 
siderably more prominent than has been assumed by previous scholar¬ 
ship, deserve serious attention. 

We found above that the prohibition of images derives from Deuter- 
onomistic circles, a theological milieu that also produced the Name the¬ 
ology. This observation is of special interest here insofar as it indicates 
where to look for the traditio-historical roots of the prohibition of 
images. In a previous work I have attempted to demonstrate that the 
Name theology operates against the background of the Zion-Sabaoth 
theology and uses elements of this temple theology as building blocks. 48 
The following observations may be made: (a) Both elements of the 
important formula lessakken semo , 6 to let his name dwell (there)’, derive 

46 See M. Halbertal and A. Margalit, Idolatry (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), 37-66. These 
two scholars speak of similarity-based and causal-metonymic representations. 

47 Note Loretz, Das ‘Ahnen- und Gotterstatuen-Verbot’, 514, for a hint in this direction. - 
Other suggestions by Loretz seem less felicitous. I find little to support his idea that the 
prohibition of images should have something to do with the repudiation of the female 
in the cult and of male and female deities represented by figurines that were somehow 
also related to the cult of the dead, ‘Aschera, die Gattin von El-Jahwe’, ‘Jahwe und 
seine Aschera’: Antropomorphes Kultbild in Mesopotamien, Ugarit und Israel (ed. W. 
Dietrich & O. Loretz; Munster, 1990), 106-110, esp. 108-109. Note also Loretz, Das 
‘Ahnen- und Gotterstatuen-Verbot’, 495-507, where he concludes: ‘Das Bilderverbot 
richtete sich urspriinglich gegen die Masse der in Israel verehrten Statue(tte)n’ (507, cf. 
Loretz, Semitischer Anikonismus, 218). I fail to see the proof of this conclusion. 

48 See Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth, 58-59, 67-77, 123-132. 
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from the pre-exilic Zion-Sabaoth theology (the temple theology). 49 (b) 
The Name formulae occur in passages emphasizing that Jerusalem or the 
temple is the sole legitimate place for worship of Yhwh. 50 (c) In the 
Name theology the Name takes the place earlier held by the Sabaoth 
designation; this is revealed by a study of the distribution of the two 
designations. The Sabaoth designation is more or less absent from those 
biblical books where we find the Name theology attested, notably the D- 
work. 51 The implications of this are clear. If the prohibition of images 
derives from circles that cultivate the Name theology, the characteristics 
of this Name theology point to the possible importance of the cultic 
iconography of the Zion-Sabaoth theology for the development of pro¬ 
grammatic aniconism after the destruction of the temple. 

That iconic symbols may have been present in the first temple seems 
to be implied by certain passages (2 Kgs 18:4; 21:7 52 ; Ezek 8:5; cf. 1 
Kgs 15:13). Our question here, however, concerns the focal cultic sym¬ 
bol, representing the presence of Yhwh himself, the cherubim throne. 53 
For a long time it has been assumed as a matter of course that the cheru¬ 
bim throne was empty. Recently, however, this assumption has come 
under fire; Loretz and Niehr now argue that the throne seat contained an 
iconic image. 54 Niehr in particular has presented a well-elaborated argu¬ 
ment for this conclusion. Three of his observations are especially worth¬ 
while: (1) Empty thrones of Phoenician provenance are all considerably 
later than Iron Age IIA. (2) In the ‘ideal typology’ of ancient Near East¬ 
ern cult sites a cult image is among the standard requisites of a temple. 
(3) Various linguistic expressions in the Hebrew Bible would seem to 
presuppose the existence of an image of Yhwh in the temple. Thus, for 
instance, references to ‘seeing’ God’s face in the sanctuary (note Ps 
17:15 referring to God’s temuna), to the enthronement of the deity and 

49 See Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth, 58-59, 123-132, and see also Keller, 
Untersuchungen zur Namenstheologie, 166-167, 179-186. 

50 Keller, Untersuchungen zur Namenstheologie, 151. 

51 Mettinger, The Dethronement of Sabaoth, 11-17, 50-52. See also Keller, Untersuchun¬ 
gen zur Namenstheologie, 157-158. 

52 Perhaps referring to an iconic image of Ishtar? 

53 The possible importance of the cherubim throne for the development of the program¬ 
matic type of aniconism was pointed out by J. Retso, Review of T. Mettinger, No 
Graven Image (1995), STK 71 (1995) 179-180. 

54 See O. Loretz, Ugarit und die Bibel (Darmstadt, 1990), 210-215; id., Ashera, 106-110; 
id., Gottes Thron im Tempel und Himmel nach Psalm 11, UF 26 (1994), 258-262; and 
Niehr in his contribution to the present volume. Niehr offers a thorough and systematic 
presentation of the arguments that may be adduced in favour of this suggestion. I am 
grateful to Prof. Niehr for having placed a preliminary draft of his paper at my dis¬ 
posal. Note also Uehlinger’s contribution to the present volume. 
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to the care and feeding of the deity in the temple (the ‘breads of pres¬ 
ence’). These are the main points adduced by Niehr. 

My reaction to Niehr’s argument is as follows. (1) On the date of the 
empty thrones: Due to the limited scope of archaeological activities in 
Lebanon so far we must be cautious in concluding from the absence of 
finds that the phenomenon of empty thrones was not known during a 
specific period. Moreover, empty thrones though not of the sphinx 
throne type are known from Mesopotamian iconography from periods 
prior to Palestinian Iron Age IIA. 55 

Above all, I would like to call attention to an unduly overlooked spec¬ 
imen of sphinx thrones (admittedly a mutilated one), found at Hamath. It 
belongs to the neo-Hittite period and is dated by Fugmann to the 9th 
century, but most recently by Riis to prior to 900 BCE. 56 Granted that it 
is an empty throne - it is discussed by Riis in such terms - we then have 
an item that is more or less contemporary with what we seem to have 
had in the First Temple in Jerusalem. 

(2) In the ‘ideal typology’ of ancient Near Eastern cult sites we can 
discern (a) the West-Semitic open-air cultic area with various represen¬ 
tations of the divine such as stelae and (b) the Mesopotamian temple 
with iconic iconography. 57 Though a cultic image seems to have been 
among the standard requisites of Babylonian and Assyrian temples, this 
does not go without saying for West Semitic temples. A number of West 
Semitic temples grew out of former open-air cult places of the West 
Semitic type (Hartuv is an obvious case), which explains the combina¬ 
tion of temple and stelae that occurs in a number of cases. 58 Thus, the 


55 See M. Metzger, Konigsthron und Gottesthron: Thronformen und Throndarstellungen 
in Agypten und Vorderen Orient im dritten und zweiten Jahrtausend vor Christus 
(AOAT 15:1-2; Kevelaer/Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1985) nos. 919d, 1004 and 1009. I am 
grateful to Prof. Metzger for calling my attention to these items in a private communi¬ 
cation. See also Mettinger, No Graven Image , ills. nos. 2.6 and 2.2 and pp. 45-46. 

56 See E. Fugmann, Hama; Fouilles et recherches 1931-1938 (Copenhagen, 1958) 2:1, 
192, fig. 244: square N 13 (item 3), and text pp. 195-200 (for his dating to the 9th cen¬ 
tury, see 196) and see now especially Riis in P.J. Riis & M.L. Buhl, Hama: Fouilles et 
recherches de lafondation Carlsberg 1931-1938 (Copenhagen, 1990), 2:2, 63 fig. 28 
(item no. 51) and text pp. 60-62, esp. 62 top: ‘[I]l serait plus ancien que les oeuvres de 
Katuwas de Karkamis qui regna env. de 900-880.’ - Note, however, that Uehlinger, in 
his contribution to the present volume, questions that this throne was empty. 

57 Though the dichotomy cannot be maintained in absolute terms, there are thus funda¬ 
mental differences between the Mesopotamian and West Semitic cult, see Mettinger, 
No Graven Image , 29-32; 191-195 with lit. Scholars all too often disregard this 
dichotomy. 

58 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 31-32 and 181-182. I am grateful to Uzi Avner for 
a discussion on this point. 
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temple at Gades reportedly lacked statues, and statues do not seem to 
have belonged to the Iron Age temples of the Phoenician mainland. 59 

(3) To draw from linguistic usage conclusions which pertain to his¬ 
torical realities is tempting and sometimes possible. We are not allowed, 
however, to disregard the possibility of cases of metaphorisation and 
spiritualisation. Niehr seems to have overlooked the possibility of a sort 
of mental iconography. The linguistic expressions adduced above pre¬ 
suppose an anthropomorphic conception of God but not necessarily the 
existence of an anthropomorphic statue. Anthropomorphic language was 
a widespread phenomenon in the ancient Near East. There was hardly a 
one-to-one relation between cultic linguistic items and material objects. 
The empty cherubim throne presupposed and inspired the concept of a 
seated God in the role of an enthroned king. Isaiah’s formulation about 
the enthroned deity that ‘the hem of his robe filled the hekal [not only 
the debirY (Isa 6:1) is worthwhile in this context. 60 The case for a cultic 
image of Yhwh in the first temple must thus be judged as not proven. 61 

Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger in their 1994 study of Yhwh 
and the solar deity of Jerusalem 62 wisely maintain that the throne was 
indeed empty. It is thus an aniconic symbol of the presence of the 
divine. As for the background of this aniconism they make a fresh and 
original suggestion. They prove that solar worship was an important 
phenomenon in the area around Jerusalem in pre-Israelite times and sub¬ 
mit a striking demonstration of a theomachy between the solar deity of 


59 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 81-113. 

60 See O. Keel, Jahwe-Visionen und Siegelkunst; Eine neue Deutung der Majestats- 
schilderungen in Jes 6, Ez 1 und 10 und Sack 4 (SBS 84-85; Stuttgart, 1977), 56-70, 
esp. 62-70. Cf. T. Podella, Das Lichtkleid JHWHs: Untersuchungen zur Gestalt- 
haftigkeit Gottes im Alten Testament und seiner altorientalischen Umwelt (FAT 15; 
Tubingen, 1996), 51-53. To Podella it is quite clear that there was no statue of the deity 
in the Solomonic temple, see esp. 159-163. 

61 On ‘seeing the face of Yhwh’, see most recently M.S. Smith, ‘Seeing God’ in the 
Psalms: The Background to the Beatific Vision in the Hebrew Bible, CBQ 50 (1988) 
171-183, and J.M. Vincent, Aspekte der Begegnung mit Gott im Alten Testament: die 
Erfahrung der Gottlichen Gegenwart im Schauen Gottes, RB 103 (1996), 5-39. Neither 
of them seems prepared to conclude that the expression presupposes a cultic statue in 
the temple. 

62 For the following, see Keel, Fern von Jerusalem, 482-496, and Keel & Uehlinger, 
Jahwe und die Sonnengottheit, esp. 286-292. Among the numerous studies on the 
question of a solarization of Yhwh, note Taylor, Yahweh and the Sun ; B. Janowski, 
JHWH und der Sonnengott: Aspekte der Solarisierung JHWHs in vorexilischer Zeit, 
Pluralismus und Identitat (ed. J. Mehlhausen; Giitersloh, 1995), 214-241; S.A. Wig¬ 
gins, Yahweh: The God of Sun?, JSOT 71 (1996), 89-106; and J.G. Taylor, A 
Response to Steve A. Wiggins, ‘Yahweh: The God of Sun?’, JSOT 71 (1996), 107- 
119. Note Janowski’s survey of research (214-221). 
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Gibeon and the weather god Yhwh (Joshua 10). They argue that the 
east-west orientation of the temple points to solar affiliations and then 
interpret 1 Kgs 8:12-13 (emended on the basis of the LXX, 8:53) to pre¬ 
suppose a Yahwistic takeover of a previous temple dedicated to a solar 
deity: the restored hektn is taken to express the idea of an eviction of the 
solar deity from the temple. The words semes hektn bassamayim yhwh 
are taken to mean: ‘Jahwe hat der Sonne(ngottheit) ihren Platz am Him- 
mel angewiesen.’ 63 According to these scholars, the emptiness of the 
throne in the temple is to be viewed in this context. Most important, the 
cherubim throne is assumed to have replaced a previous throne, which 
was the aniconic symbol of a solar deity. The concept of an empty 
throne probably derives from Hurrian-Mitannian tradition, where empty 
thrones are attested in the context of solar cults. 64 The chain of argument 
presented by these scholars then opens up a new perspective on the an- 
iconism of the empty throne. The question is whether it stands up to 
scrutiny. 

My reaction is as follows. There are now very good reasons for the 
conclusion that solar affinities are much more important than has gener¬ 
ally been assumed. The recent work of Taylor, Keel and Uehlinger and 
several others has made this sufficiently clear. However, I remain hesi¬ 
tant toward this new interpretation of Yahwistic aniconism, and this for 
three reasons: 

(1) The interpretation of 1 Kgs 8:12. Janowski has submitted this 
point to close inspection. The Hebrew wording of 1 Kgs 8:12 hardly 
speaks of the eviction of the sun god from the temple but rather uses the 
Hiphil of kun to formulate a statement of creation theology. 65 The for¬ 
mulation expresses ‘die Einordnung der Sonne in das Gesamtgefiige der 
Schopfung’ (225). The LXX of 1 Kgs 8:12-13 can then hardly be 
exploited for an interpretation of the Solomonic temple as a former solar 
sanctuary. 66 The idea of a change of thrones then becomes unnecessary. 

(2) The iconography. The iconography presupposed by Keel and 
Uehlinger, namely the Hurrian-Mitannian stool carried by two Mischwe- 

63 Keel and Uehlinger, Jahwe und die Sonnengottheit, 287. Note that Taylor, Yahweh and 
the Sun, 137-147, prefers to connect yhwh with the following stichos (137 n. 4). 

64 Keel, Fern von Jerusalem, 489-496 and Keel & Uehlinger, Jahwe und die Sonnengott¬ 
heit, 289-292. The question is whether Hittite Anatolia would not be a better candidate 
than a Hurrian-Mitannian tradition. There is not much written on thrones in cultic con¬ 
texts in Hittite religion, but note M. Popko, Kultobjekte in der hethitischen Religion 
(nach keilschriftlichen Quellen) (Warsaw, 1978), 59-77. 

65 See the use of Hiphil and Polel in e.g. Jer 10:12; Pss 65:7; 74:16; Prov 8:27. 

66 Janowski, JHWH und der Sonnengott, 224-226. 
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sen and with a winged sun disk above it, is not known from Palestine as 
far as I am aware. 

(3) The throne itself. I agree that there was a throne for the deity in 
the temple, but what is the background of this cultic item? Two well- 
known circumstances must be noted here, (a) According to the Hebrew 
Bible Solomon utilized Phoenician expertise for the building/restoration 
of the temple (1 Kgs 5:15-32; 7:13-46). (b) The description of the 
cherubim throne in 1 Kgs 6:23-28 shows that it was an object quite sim¬ 
ilar to the sphinx thrones, known from the Levantine context, especially 
Phoenicia. 67 The affiliations of this cultic item thus point to the West 
Semitic traditions of the Phoenician-Palestinian orbit and not to the Hur- 
rian cultural substratum with its ultimate roots in Northern Mesopotamia 
or Anatolia. 

In conclusion : the Solomonic cherubim formed a throne of the Phoeni¬ 
cian sphinx-throne type. The Phoenician specimens of empty thrones are 
all considerably later than the Solomonic era. However, I have been able 
to point to a neglected but more or less contemporary item from Hamath. 
No positive argument for the idea that the throne was occupied by a 
divine image has been found conclusive. Until further clarification of the 
matter we would be wise to assume that the throne was empty, and is to 
be labelled a case of de facto aniconism. There is no hard-core evidence 
but our analysis indicates that the aniconic cult of the empty cherubim 
throne in Jerusalem was probably of primary importance as background 
factor behind the express prohibition of images of the exilic or early post- 
exilic period. We discovered a chain of connections, composed of the 
Zion-Sabaoth theology with the cherubim throne - the Deuteronomistic 
Name theology - the express prohibition of images. The question is, 
however, whether biblical aniconism has its ultimate source in Phoeni¬ 
cian blueprints for the iconography of the Solomonic temple. Before we 
discuss this point, we should include here a brief analysis of the nature of 
the cult of the Northern kingdom, notably the bull iconography at Bethel. 

3.3. The bull statue at Bethel 

There are two texts that have recently been taken to refer to an iconic 
state cult in Northern Israel: the Nimrud Prism of Sargon II about the 


67 This is now an established line of interpretation, see most recently M. Metzger, Jahwe, 
der Kerubenthroner, die von Keruben flankierte Palmette und Sphingenthrone aus dem 
Libanon, ‘Wer ist wie du, Herr, unter den Gottern? * (FS Otto Kaiser; ed. I. Kottsieper 
et al.\ Gottingen, 1994), 75-90, esp. 82. 
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conquest of Samaria, and 1 Kings 12:26-32 concerning Jeroboam’s 
inauguration of the state cult in Bethel. 68 

Sargon II says of the conquest of Samaria: ‘[A]nd the gods (DIN- 
GIR.MES), in which they trusted, as spoil I counted’ (IV:32-33). 69 1 take 
this to reflect a real historical event, 70 a state action by Assyria, directed 
against the state cult of Israel, that is, the cult of Bethel. The formulation 
is of course to be seen against the background of the Assyrian custom of 
spoliation of the divine images of their enemies. 71 As has been pointed 
out by Tigay, however, the use of ilani does not permit conclusions as to 
the specific nature of the objects robbed from Northern Israel, as to 
whether they were iconic or aniconic items. 72 Taken in isolation, the Sar¬ 
gon passage seems to have little to contribute to the theme of this essay. 

Let us then turn to 1 Kgs 12:26-32. Our question is whether the bull 
at Bethel is to be interpreted as the pedestal of the invisible deity 
(Obbink) or as a manifestation of the deity himself. 73 This is a moot 
point where we can only weigh probabilities. 

Three observations would seem to be most easily explained if we 
assume that the bull was an iconic image, a representation of the deity 
and not a pedestal. (1) The cultic proclamation. Taken at its face value, 
the cultic proclamation seems to speak of the bull as referring to the 
deity. 74 It reads: ‘Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out 
of the land of Egypt’ (v. 28). This positive proclamation seems to have its 
negative corollary in Hos 8:6 with its denial: ‘[I]t is not God.’ This for¬ 
mulation seems to presuppose a current equation of the bull and the deity. 

(2) The type of deity. There are indications that we are dealing with a 
god of the El type. The fact that the very name Bethel and the reference 
to Exodus in the cultic proclamation of Jeroboam (v. 28) point to the El 


68 See Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 548, and note Becking’s contribution to the pre¬ 
sent volume. 

69 For text, translation and comments, see B. Becking, The Fall of Samaria: A Historical 
Archaeological Study (SHANE 2; Leiden, 1992), 28-31, and Spieckermann, Juda 
unter Assur , 349-350. 

70 On this I agree with Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 548. 

71 See especially M. Cogan, Imperalism and Religion: Assyria , Judah and Israel in the 
Eighth and Seventh Centuries B.C. (SBLMS 19; Missoula, 1974), 22-41; 119-121. 

72 See J.H. Tigay, You Shall Have No Other Gods: Israelite Religion in the Light of 
Hebrew Inscriptions (HSS 31; Atlanta 1986), 35. Uehlinger thus goes beyond the evi¬ 
dence when he speaks of a ‘Deportation von samarischen Kultstatuen’, Israelite Ani¬ 
conism, 548. 

73 For the theory of a pedestal, see H.Th. Obbink, Jahwebilder, ZAW 47 (1929), 267-269. 
For a general discussion, see Hahn, Das ‘Goldene Kalb\ 267-365 with lit. Note the 
fine treatment by Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution, 41-69. 

74 Cf. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 548. 
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aspect of Yhwh (Num 23:22; 24:8) would seem to present some diffi¬ 
culties for Obbink’s theory. 75 And this is so, because in the iconography, 
the bull carrying on its back a standing deity is mainly related to the 
weather-god in the material from the Middle Bronze Age, Late Bronze 
Age and Iron Age I. 76 Moreover, Ugarit preserves the use of tr as a stock 
epithet for the god El. 

(3) There is now increasing evidence for the portrayal of bulls which 
stand alone, without deities standing on their backs. The Iron Age finds 
from the ‘Bull Site’, Ebal and Shiloh may be mentioned here. 77 Could 
they all be interpreted as pedestals of an invisible deity? On the other 
hand, we should remember that there is hardly any theriomorphic arti¬ 
facts coming from Israelite sites which can safely be said to be the cult 
symbol of the deity. 78 

These observations seem conclusive at first sight. Some further reflec¬ 
tions are, however, necessary at this point. (1) First, the cultic proclama¬ 
tion has a semantic analogue in the exclamation of the Philistines when 
confronted with the ark: ‘These are the gods who struck the Egyptians 
with every sort of plague in the wilderness’ (1 Sam 4:8). The reference 
in this case is clearly to the invisible deity, whose presence is manifested 
by the ark. If a scholar argues that the bull in the cultic proclamation of 
Jeroboam is necessarily to be understood as a direct manifestation of the 
deity, then the same logic demands that he asserts that the Philistines 
saw in the ark a direct representation of Yhwh in the shape of a box! 79 


75 As was pointed out by Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution , 52-53, who himself 
suggests seeing the bull as an emblem of the deity. This suggestion of an emblem is a 
fresh and interesting possibility. As Toews points out we have at Ugarit a composition 
with a statue of El, surrounded by two Baal statues, and behind the El statue a bull, see 
C.F.A Schaeffer, Nouveaux temoignages du culte de El et de Baal a Ras Shamra- 
Ugarit et ailleurs en Syrie-Palestine, Syria 43 (1966), 1-19, esp. 9. The bull here serves 
as the emblem that typifies and identifies the god El. However, the case for an emblem 
is more probable when there is an other major representation of the divinity, as is the 
case in Ugarit. In Bethel this does not occur. The bull is the main item. Therefore I am 
inclined to think that we are still left with two alternatives: pedestal or representation 
of the deity himself. Nevertheless, the theory of an emblem deserves further attention. 

76 On the bull iconography in the ancient Near East, see M. Weippert, Gott und Stier, 
ZDPV11 (1961) 95-109; O. Keel, Das Recht der Bilder gesehen zu werden. Drei Fall- 
studien zur Methode der Interpretation altorientalischer Bilder (OBO 122; 
Freiburg/Gottingen, 1992), 169-193, and Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, § 119. 

77 See H. Weippert, Palastina in vorhellenistischer Zeit (Handbuch der Archaologie 1:1; 
Munich, 1988), 407-409. On the Bull Site, see Mettinger, No Graven Image , 153-155 
with lit. For other Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age finds, see Toews, Monar¬ 
chy and Religious Institution , 49-51. 

78 As was pointed out by Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism (forthcoming). 

79 This point was aptly made by Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution , 54. 
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(2) We must consider the identity of the deity. However prominent the 
El features are, the god of the state cult of the Northern kingdom is 
Yhwh. The Exodus formula is firmly linked up with this divine designa¬ 
tion. 80 As has been pointed out by several scholars, Yhwh’s most origi¬ 
nal features are that of a storm-god (note the very name meaning ‘He 
Blows’ [secondarily connected with the verb ‘to be’], and the theophany 
descriptions in Deut 33:2-3; Judg 5:4-5; Hab 3:3; Ps 68:8-9). 81 While 
the pre-Yahwistic cult at Bethel was focussed on an El deity (with a 
standing stone as the major manifestation of his presence 82 ), we must 
assume that the Yahwistic take-over brought to the fore a deity in whom 
El features and storm-god characteristics had merged. 

(3) To this should be added a possible analogy with the cultic icono¬ 
graphy of the Solomonic temple. It is obvious that Jeroboam wanted to 
compete with and offer an alternative to the state cult of Judah in 
Jerusalem. If the Solomonic cherubim made up an empty throne (see 
below), then Jeroboam’s bull statue may correspondingly be interpreted 
as a pedestal with an invisible deity on its back. 

In conclusion , weighing these pieces of conflicting evidence is not 
easy. I am now inclined to think that, on the basis of the data presently 
available, the balance of probability weighs slightly in favour of the 
interpretation of the bull statue itself as representing Yhwh. However, 
this result is by no means conclusive. For the time being we would do 
well to keep both options (image or postament) open. 83 If the bull is an 
image of Yhwh we should ask what Jeroboam’s Egyptian sejour (1 Kgs 
11:40) has meant for his choice of iconography. It should be noted that 
the bull iconography seems to represent a departure from the traditional 
iconography at Bethel where a standing stone formerly served as the 
focal cultic object. 


80 See the occurences listed by Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution , 45, n. 9. 

81 See T. Mettinger, The Elusive Essence: YHWH, El and Baal and the Distinctiveness 
of Israelite Faith, Die hebraische Bibel und ihre zweifache Nachgeschichte (FS R. 
Rendtorff; ed. E. Blum et al.\ Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1990), 393-417, esp. 410-412, with 
lit. Note that these theophany descriptions are mostly found in northern literature, see 
L.E. Axelsson, The Lord Rose up from Seir: Studies in the History and Traditions of 
the Negev and Southern Judah (ConB OT 25; Stockholm, 1987), 48-65. That Yhwh 
has storm-god features, as is now realized by several scholars, was overlooked by 
Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution , 41-69. 

82 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 140-141 with lit. 

83 In the case of the postament theory we would have, in the Northern state cult at Bethel, 
a sort of de facto aniconism. Even so, the original distinction between the deity and the 
bull seems to have become increasingly blurred in popular consciousness; thus 
Hosea’s declaration ‘it is not God’ (8:6). 
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To some extent the nature of the state cults of Judah and Israel is 
linked up with the type of cult that we may assume for nascent Israel of 
Iron Age I. Do we have reasons to believe that aniconic cult was an 
important factor during this period? To this question we now turn. 


4. Israelite Aniconism and the Standing-Stone Aniconism of the 
West Semitic World 

Prior to the Solomonic temple but also running parallel to the state cult 
focussed on the cherubim throne, there was in Palestine a type of cult 
which has been widely neglected in discussions of Israelite aniconism, 
namely a cult featuring standing stones. I have dealt extensively with 
this in my recent monograph, No Graven Image , and I shall here only 
present the main lines of my argument. Prior to this I had dealt with 
Israelite aniconism in a paper, published in 1979, in which I concen¬ 
trated exclusively on the Biblical material. 84 Already at that time I won¬ 
dered whether more work perhaps needed to be done along the lines of 
a study of comparative religion in which the Israelite phenomenon was 
viewed in a broader perspective. Bernhardt’s study from 1956 85 mainly 
contributed by highlighting the contrast between Israel on one hand and 
Egypt and Mesopotamia with their iconic cults on the other. 

Two insights were important to me insofar as they provided me with 
an Archimedean fulcrum and lever for my research, (a) I happened to 
know of one Semitic cult in the ancient world that was reportedly ani¬ 
conic: according to the express information of ancient authors, the cult 
of Gades, the old Phoenician settlement in Spain at present-day Cadiz, 
was a cult without images. 86 When I took up aniconism again I therefore 
started from Gades and worked my way backwards, in effect using 
Gades as a key to unlock the problem of iconic vs. aniconic worship in 
the mother cult at Tyre and in other cults in the Phoenician mother coun¬ 
try. 87 (b) The other important insight was that the Nabateans practised an 
aniconic cult, focussed on standing stones representing the deities. This 
had been convincingly demonstrated by Joseph Patrich, in his ground¬ 
breaking monograph The Formation of Nabatean Art. The Prohibition of 
a Graven Image among the Nabateans (1990). The Nabateans showed 

84 Mettinger, The Veto on Images. 

85 K.H. Bernhardt, Gott und Bild: Ein Beitrag zur Begriindung und Deutung des 
Bilderverbotes im Alten Testament (Theol. Arbeiten 2; Berlin, 1956). 

86 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 86-90 with references. 
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an aniconic zeal that even led to iconoclastic outbursts. Patrich also 
pointed out that Nabatean aniconism has its roots in pre-Islamic Arabian 
cults and is not primarily due to Jewish religious influence. 88 

The explicit formulations of ancient authors concerning the aniconic 
cult at Gades in Spain, a Tyrian daughter cult, together with observa¬ 
tions about the aniconic nature of the Nabatean cult helped me design a 
research strategy in which I worked my way into the West Semitic world 
by an outflanking movement rather than by a frontal assault. 89 

What has emerged in recent study 90 is a perspective in which one sees 
much more clearly than ever before the importance of West Semitic de 
facto aniconism. This perspective was anticipated by Denis van 
Berchem, a scholar of Phoenician-Punic, who briefly suggested in his 
comments on the cult of Phoenician Gades that this aniconism is some¬ 
how related to Ta vieille interdiction semitique, si abondamment illus- 
tree par l’Ancien Testament’ and represents a type of cult which perpet¬ 
uates itself during earlier periods in the cults of Syria and Arabia where 
the only representation of the deity is the betyl. 91 I shall now give some 
examples of this type of cult. 



Figs. 1, 2 


87 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 86-90 and 90-113. 

88 See J. Patrich, The Formation of Nabatean Art: Prohibition of a Graven Image among 
the Nabateans (Jerusalem/Leiden, 1990), 185-191. 

89 Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism (forthcoming), seems to regard my discussions 
of Nabatean, Arabian and Phoenician material as somewhat non-germane sections. I 
insist on the relevance of these analyses to my overall aims and their importance in 
contributing to demonstrate the general West Semitic character of standing stone ani¬ 
conism. 

90 In addition to Mettinger, No Graven Image , note also Patrich, The Formation of 
Nabatean Art , and M. Hutter, Kultstelen und Baityloi: Die Ausstrahlung eines 
syrischen religiosen Phanomens nach Kleinasien und Israel, Religionsgeschichtliche 
Beziehungen zwischen Kleinasien, Nordsyrien und dem Alten Testament (OBO 129; 
ed. B. Janowski et al.\ Freiburg/Gottingen, 1993), 87-108. 

91 D. Van Berchem, Sanctuaires d’Hercule-Melqart, Syria 44 (1967), 84. Cf. Mettinger, 
No Graven Image , 88. 
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* The Nabateans. 92 - We read in Suidas that Dusares’ symbol was a 
black stone, four feet high by two feet broad, which served as the recipient 
of libations of blood. The evidence also comprises rock-cut and real stelae 
and a number of coins (fig. 1) with aniconic representations of the deities. 

* Pre-Islamic Arabia 93 - The open-air sanctuaries had a central cult 
stone ( nusub ) which was the recipient of sacrifices of blood, which were 
shed into a pit in front of it. The circumambulation of the holy stone was 
an important part of the ritual. 

* Phoenicia 94 - Coins from Tyre portray a cult place with two stelae 
or betyls (fig. 2). These cultic symbols of Melqart are mentioned in 
Ezekiel (26:11; 28:14, 16). A large betyl is also known from a coin 
struck at Byblos (fig. 3). Besides, stelae are a traditional feature of Punic 
religion. From the area around Sidon we have finds of aniconic objects 
of a slightly different type: a number of votive sphinx thrones, some of 
them displaying the strange iconographic construct of a throne with a 
stele on its seat, and one with the seat occupied by a spherical object 
(fig. 4-6). One in the series is a throne with the seat set at such a steep 
incline that it is incapable of receiving any object (fig. 6). We thus find 
in Phoenicia that stelae play a role as aniconic symbols and, alongside of 
this, the role of thrones, either empty or with an aniconic object on the 
seat (one or more stelae or a globular object). 95 

92 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 57-68, with lit. 

93 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 69-79 with lit. 

94 See Mettinger No Graven Image , 81-113. 

95 In addition to the material listed in Mettinger, No Graven Image , 100-103, note 
the empty throne in the Eshmun temple in Sidon, see A. Parrot, M.H. Chehab & S. 
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Figs. 4, 5 & 6 
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* Syria. 96 - There is now growing documentary evidence for the 
prominence of stelae in various West Semitic cults in Bronze Age Syria. 
From Mari and Emar we know of a term for stele, sikkanu , a derivative 
of the root s-k-n , ‘to dwell’, and related to Hebrew s-k-n. This term 
seems to denote the aniconic object as the abode of the deity in the same 
way as does the term byt 7, known from the Sefire texts and the Hebrew 
Bible (Gen 28:17, 22; Judg 17:5) as a term for stele. 97 In addition, there 
are archaeological finds of stelae from various cult places in Mari, Ebla 
and Qatna. 

* Palestine . 98 - Bronze Age finds of stelae have been uncovered at 
Megiddo, Hazor, Hartuv, Tel Kittan, Tell el-Hayyat, Gezer, Shechem 
and Nahariya." These finds show that cults featuring aniconic stelae 
were widespread in Palestine long before the Iron Age. The Iron Age 
material consists of finds from Arad, Lachish, Beth Shemesh, the ‘Bull 
Site’, Tirza, Megiddo, Taanach and Tel Dan. To this should be added the 
extensive finds from Sinai and the Negev (from various periods). 
Together with such texts as Genesis 28 and Hos 3:4 these Iron Age finds 
show that during Iron Age I and the major part of Iron Age II, Israel 
regarded masseboth cult as a legitimate expression of religious worship. 
Indeed, passages prohibiting masseboth hardly derive from periods prior 
to Josiah. 100 In my opinion, the natural conclusion to draw from this 


Moscati, Die Phonizier (Munich, 1977), fig. 116 (cf. fig. 109), and a case of a cippus 
in the form of a throne with two stelae, found at Carthage, see Parrot et al ., Die 
Phonizier , fig. 329. Note also the throne from Hamath, discussed above in the section 
about the state cult in the First Temple in Jerusalem. - Two points should be kept in 
mind when discussing the Phoenician material: (a) The votive thrones, known up to 
the present, seem to be no earlier than the 8/7th centuries BCE. The majority are still 
much later. Note, however, the full size throne from Hamath (prior to 900 BCE?), 
discussed above, (b) These are round-figure items, not one-dimensional pictures in 
which case we could establish with certainty whether or not the throne contained an 
iconic object. The throne with the steep incline and the thrones with betyls on the seat 
make the iconic alternative seem less probable. See Keel, Jahwe-Visionen , 42 n. 68. 

96 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 115-134. 

97 For the details, see Mettinger, No Graven Image , 130-132 with lit. 

98 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 140-191, where the Bronze Age material is pre¬ 
sented on pp. 175ff. and the Iron Age material on pp. 143ff. 

99 What I said in No Graven Image , 189-190 about a massebah, found at Beth-shan, 
must be corrected in the light of the observations made by W. Zwickel, Der Tem- 
pelkult in Kanaan und Israel (FAT 10; Tubingen, 1994), 174. The item was probably 
not a massebah. 

100 Deut 16:22; 2 Kgs 18:4; Mic 5:12. Two passages, namely Lev 26:1-2 and Mic 5:9- 
14 seem to indicate that masseboth were subsumed under the ban on images; the pas¬ 
sages are late. I do not take the passages in Hos 3:4 and 10:1-2 to be critical vis-a-vis 
the phenomenon of masseboth per se. 
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material is that the Yahwistic cult was aniconic from the beginning and 
that the cult of nascent Israel in Iron Age I was an open-air cult with a 
stele (or stelae) as its ritual focus and that such cults continued to play a 
major role especially in rural contexts outside the national centres of 
worship during Iron Age II as well. I have labelled this phenomenon de 
facto aniconism. 

It could be added that the contents of the ark seem to fit nicely into 
this context. The Deuteronomistic idea of the two tablets of the Law 
(Deut 10:1-5) may well represent an interpretation of the presence of 
two masseboth in the ark; two fiat stones are mentioned in 1 Kgs 8:9. 101 
The presence of two masseboth in the box need not necessarily point to 
two different deities, as is clear from a comparison with Phoenician- 
Punic contexts where we find Melqart having two stelae. 102 

At this juncture I must return for a moment to the cherubim throne. 
Stelae and empty thrones seem at first glance to be completely unre¬ 
lated phenomena. But is this really so? In a West Semitic culture that 
otherwise attests to the importance of standing-stone aniconism, 
namely the Phoenician, we find the development of empty thrones as 
cultic expressions of the divine presence. As I have pointed out 
before, 103 Phoenician thrones, empty or with an aniconic object (stele 
or globe), seem to represent a compromise between the venerated 
West Semitic aniconic tradition with a cult related to stelae and a 
Syrian iconographical tradition with El on his lion-paw throne. This 
compromise surfaces in the iconographic construct containing stelae 
on a throne. Similarly we have in the state cult of Judah an empty 
throne (perhaps with two betyls in the box that forms its footstool) in 
the Solomonic temple. In the temple of Arad, again, we find a stele in 
the Holy of Holies. 

Thus, stelae and empty thrones seem to be more closely related than is 
commonly believed. Moreover, we may say that stele and empty throne 
have the same semiotic function, as indexical signs of divine presence 104 


101 This suggestion was recently made by Staubli on the basis of comparative material 
from pre-Islamic Arabia, see Th. Staubli, Das Image der Nomaden im alten Israel und 
in der Ikonographie seiner sesshaften Nachbarn (OBO 107; Freiburg/Gottingen, 
1991), 222-229, esp. 224. The idea is not new, see R. Schmitt, Zelt und Lade als 
Thema alttestamentlicher Wissenschaft (Giitersloh, 1972), 99-106 with lit. 

102 On these, see Mettinger, No Graven Image , 90, 95-98 and esp. 98 n. 112. 

103 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 113. 

104 This is what I meant with my formulation ‘stelae equal empty space’, No Graven 
Image , 106, which Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 548, found so offensive. I still 
insist on the basic validity of my observation. 
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(to use Peirce’s terminology 105 ) or as metonymic symbols of the divine 
(with Halbertal and Margalit). 106 

Seen against the background of the previous discussion, empty-throne 
aniconism stands out as a special development within two cultures that 
are already deeply marked by West Semitic standing-stone aniconism: 
Phoenician and Israelite-Judaean. 

Let us now consider two final questions. The first one pertains to the 
use of the term ‘de facto aniconism’. One of my reviewers, Christoph 
Uehlinger, questions the use of this term to describe West Semitic cult 
of stelae. He points to a number of cases of an unproblematic coexis¬ 
tence of iconic and aniconic receivers of cult which I mentioned in my 
book (Mari, Emar, Tel Kittan, Hazor, Hierapolis). He says: ‘Uberhaupt 
impliziert der Begriff “aniconism” als solcher einen Gegensatz, der in 
seiner Scharfe den Primarquellenbefunden des ofteren nicht adaquat 
ist. ’ 107 I sympathize with the general attitude behind this statement, 
namely that we must not construe an artificial antagonism between 
image and stele. It is for us, however, to define the precise semantic con¬ 
tent encompassed by our use the of term ‘aniconism’. 108 In studies of 
Greek religion there is a long-standing tradition for the use of this term 
in connection with cults of stones and pillars. I use the term ‘aniconism’ 
as referring to cults where there is no iconic representation of the divine 
(anthropomorphic or theriomorphic) serving as the dominant or central 
cultic symbol. Within the broad spectrum of such cults we may distin¬ 
guish between a mere, unreflective absence of images (<de facto anicon¬ 
ism) and a consciously negative attitude, a repudiation of images (pro¬ 
grammatic aniconism). I earnestly believe that we need a terminology 
that at one and the same time makes this difference manifest and 
expresses the insight that in neither case do we encounter an image as 
the ritual focus: the deity is represented either by an object that is not 
iconic (stele) or even by empty space (empty throne). 109 Uehlinger’s 
‘unproblematic coexistence’ of stelae and images is simply due to the 


105 See, conveniently, Mettinger, No Graven Image , 20-22. 

106 See Habertal & Margalit, Idolatry , 48-49, cf. Evans, Cult Images, 194-195. 

107 Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 545. 

108 It takes only a quick glance at any major dictionary of the English language to list a 
host of words with the Greek prefix a(n)- to denote the absence of a quality without 
indicating any notion of antagonism: amnesia, amorphous, analgesia, asymmetry, 
atonal, atypical etc. 

109 This insight is also expressed when some scholars suggest that we distinguish 
between ‘aniconism’ (my de facto aniconism) and ‘iconophobia’ (my programmatic 
aniconism), see Mettinger, No Graven Image , 17 (with lit.). 
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fact that the unreflective de facto aniconism is tolerant, in contrast to the 
conscious and theologically articulate repudiation of images. 110 

The second question then presents itself: Did this form of de facto ani¬ 
conism have any importance for the development of the programmatic 
stance? - It is important to remember that there is not necessarily a 
causal nexus between these two forms of aniconism. Programmatic ani¬ 
conism need not necessarily grow out of a previous de facto aniconism. 
There is thus something to be said for the view that there is no direct path 
leading from the de facto type of standing-stone aniconism to the Biblical 
prohibition of images. 111 My answer to our question is as follows. 

We have seen that the veto on images grew out of the circumstances of 
the Exile and thus at first sight seems to have little to do with any form of 
older de facto aniconism. Nevertheless, there are reasons for us to consider 
the possible implications of our conclusion that a general West Semitic de 
facto aniconism existed, featuring open-air cult places with one or several 
stelae forming the ritual focus. This type of cult was of extreme antiquity. 
In addition, however, we must be aware of the phenomenon of iconic cults 
gaining a foothold especially in urban centres like Ugarit and Hazor, per¬ 
haps due to burgeoning opulence. The tenacity with which standing-stone 
aniconism maintains itself (note Arad, according to the Ussishkin chrono¬ 
logy 112 ) prompts me to ask whether this type of cult was not an important 
part of the mentality of the West Semitic cultures. By ‘mentality’ I here 
concur with Hubert Mohr, who defines mentalities as, 

kognitive, ethische und affektive Dispositionen, ... die Denk- und Hand- 
lungsmustem zugrunde liegen. Sie kennzeichnen kollektive, oft lang- 
fristige Stimmungslagen, Haltungen ... Verhaltensweisen ..., die nicht 
als solche thematisiert werden, sondem Alltagshandeln ... vorformen . 113 

Considering the historical process that led to the formulation of an 
express prohibition of images I therefore suggest distinguishing between 
causalities on two different levels. 


110 My observation that the de facto aniconism is tolerant is fully accepted by de Moor: 
‘Mettinger convincingly demonstrates that aniconic worship occurs next to iconic 
worship in many ancient cultures and also in Israel’, J.C. de Moor, Standing Stones 
and Ancestor Worship, UF 27 (1995), 14-15, note 89. Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 
does not pay due attention to this important point. 

111 Uehlinger, Israelite Aniconism, 548-549. My formulation in No Graven Image , 195, 
that ‘[t]he express prohibition of images is just the logical conclusion of a very long 
development’ is an overstatement. 

112 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 143-149 with lit. 

113 H. Mohr, Die ‘Ecole des Annales’, HrwG 1 (ed. H. Cancik et al.\ Stuttgart, 1988), 
267-268. 
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(1) On one level, we have the immediate situation of the catastro¬ 
phe of the Exile, (a) The events affecting the Solomonic temple, 
especially its devastation, led to the development of the Deuterono- 
mistic Name theology. In a previous work I have referred to this 
theology as ‘programmatically abstract’. 114 It would not be surpris¬ 
ing, therefore, if this theology contributed to the formation of the 
express prohibition of images, (b) In the same general period we have 
the inescapable confrontation with foreign peoples practising poly¬ 
theistic iconic cults. Against this background we understand why the 
prohibition of images stands out as a continuation of the first com¬ 
mandment in Deuteronomy 5. The historical situation in the 6th cen¬ 
tury was the factor that gave the immediate impetus to the express 
prohibition of images. 

(2) On a more profound level we may see the prohibition of images 
in a perspective of la longue duree. 1X5 It is hardly a matter of sheer coin¬ 
cidence that the standing-stone type of de facto aniconism is followed by 
iconoclastic developments among two other West Semitic peoples, 
namely the Nabateans and the Arabs. If there was in Palestine a long¬ 
standing tradition of de facto aniconism which was followed by the 
development of an outright anti-iconic stance, then it taxes my credulity 
to believe that these two phenomena were completely unconnected. 116 
We have seen that the empty-throne iconography did not appear as a bolt 
from the blue. Although the archaeological evidence is very scant, we 
have reasons to believe that masseboth cults were important in the reli¬ 
gious life of nascent Israel and Judah (Iron Age I). 117 The ground was 
prepared for the empty-space aniconism of the cherubim throne of the 
Solomonic temple. 


114 Mettinger, The Dethronement ofSabaoth , 46. Cf. Keller, Untersuchungen zur Namens- 
theologie , 141 n. 204, who criticizes my use of ‘abstract’ in this connection. 

115 For this category, see F. Braudel, Histoire et Sciences sociales: La longue duree, 
Annales. Economies, societes, civilisations 13 (1958), 725-753. For a brief discussion 
of Braudel’s categories, see conveniently Uehlinger, Gab es eine joschianische Kult- 
reform?, 61-63 with refs. Braudel distinguishes between (1) histoire de la longue 
duree (temps geographique), (2) histoire conjoncturelle (temps social) and (3) histoire 
evenementielle (temps individuel). That standing-stone aniconism is a phenomenon 
belonging to la longue duree seems obvious. Whether the exilic development of the 
prohibition of images is to be designated as histoire conjoncturelle or evenementielle 
may be a matter of discussion. Irrespective of this, however, it may be legitimate to 
view also such a phenomenon in the light of background factors belonging to la 
longue duree. 

116 De Moor seems to be of the same opinion, see Standing Stones, 17. 

117 Note the importance of masseboth cults in Palestine during the Bronze Age and dur¬ 
ing Iron Age II. 
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Is it also possible that standing-stone aniconism was of direct impor¬ 
tance as a factor behind the express prohibition of images? Here we 
must remember that the attitude of the Deuteronomists towards masse- 
both cults was decidedly negative (Deut 7:5; 16:22; cf. 2 Kgs 18:4; 
23:14). This means that the phenomenon of masseboth hardly played a 
role as a factor of immediate importance. At the same time one should 
not forget that the priestly 118 establishment at Arad preferred a cultic 
iconography with a massebah (during an earlier period three masseboth) 
in the Holy of Holies. Masseboth were an important phenomenon as late 
as the late pre-exilic period. While the empty throne was the factor 
which played an immediate role as the point of departure for the express 
prohibition, it seems fair to say that standing-stone aniconism was a fac¬ 
tor of general importance as part of the mentality of the people. 

In the same way as sabbath 119 and circumcision, a cult without images 
became a major expression of ethnic consciousness in the exilic period. 
Old and established customs were raised to the level of status confessio- 
nis. The fact that cults without images had a long and venerated tradition 
among the population of Judah, although only as a de facto tradition, was 
the ultimate basis of the innovation of the express commandment. The 
innovation was only one of degree. The observation that aniconic cult was 
characteristic of pre-exilic worship in Judah explains why precisely the 
prohibition of images appears in continuity with the first commandment of 
the Decalogue: aniconic worship was a feature that distinguished the 
Judaean people from their conquerors, who instead had iconic cults. 120 

5. Conclusions 

1. A distinction should be made between the mere absence of images 
and a consciously anti-iconic stance. I have labelled these two de facto 
aniconism and programmatic aniconism respectively. 

118 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 146. 

119 On the development of the Sabbath, see T. Veijola, Die Propheten und das Alter des 
Sabbatgebots, Prophet und Prophetenbuch (FS Otto Kaiser; ed. V. Fritz et al.\ 
Berlin/New York, 1989), 246-264. 

120 Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism (forthcoming), refers to three phenomena as being 
of special importance as factors conducive to the development of the repudiation of 
images of Yhwh: (a) theophanies did not lend themselves to physical representations; 
(b) the name of the deity, being related (secondarily?) to the verb to be, did not lend 
itself to physical representation; and (c) the oral and literary traditions of the empty 
cherub throne. The first-mentioned factor (a) deserves more attention in future research. 
As for (b) I have instead emphasized the importance of the Deuteronomistic Name the¬ 
ology (which is something different). Note that the Name theology is somehow related 
to the theophanic tradition, see my Dethronement , 123-132. On (c) I wholly agree. 
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2. The widespread West Semitic cult of stelae represents a type of de 
facto aniconism. I found reasons to ask whether this type of cult was not 
part of the mentality of the West Semitic peoples. At the same time, this 
type of aniconism is tolerant towards other preferences. There are thus 
well-known cases, from various periods, of iconic cults in the West 
Semitic world. 

3. There are reasons to believe that the cult of nascent Israel in Iron 
Age I was of the type in which the role of masseboth at the cult place 
was of conspicuous importance. The Yahwistic cult was aniconic from 
the beginning. 121 Moreover, as the case of Arad shows (a massebah in 
the Holy of Holies), this type of aniconism maintained itself with a cer¬ 
tain degree of tenacity. 

4. The central cultic symbol of the Jerusalemite state cult was an 
empty cherubim throne. The ark, the footstool of the cherubim throne, 
may have contained two masseboth. If so, this would indicate a degree 
of continuity. In any case, this notion of the empty throne of the deity 
developed in two areas where the cult of stelae was a phenomenon of 
outstanding importance: Phoenicia and Palestine. Stele and throne have 
the same semiotic function, as indexical signs of divine presence. The 
background of the cherubim throne in Jerusalem is to be sought in the 
West Semitic ambit, more exactly in Phoenicia, and not in an originally 
Hurrian-Mitannian tradition. The sphinx throne from Hamath antedates 
the extant Phoenician material by several centuries and provides support 
for the conclusion that empty thrones were known in Iron Age IIA. 

5. At Bethel in Northern Israel, the original cultic iconography with a 
stele or betyl (Genesis 28) was succeeded by the bull iconography of 
Jeroboam’s state cult. The interpretation of this bull statue as a divine 
image or as a pedestal for an invisible deity are both possible alterna¬ 
tives. The balance of probability was found to weigh slightly in favour 
of the first one. 

6. There are very few traces of an anti-iconic attitude from the period 
of the monarchy (Iron Age II). Possible traces were found in the Book of 
Hosea, but the problem of later redaction of the book should not be over¬ 
looked. Hezekiah’s action against Nehushtan seems to be a more reliable 
case. There is little to indicate an anti-idol stance in the reform of Josiah. 
It is difficult to argue that there was a living tradition of programmatic 
aniconism in the pre-exilic period. 


121 Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism (forthcoming), agrees with me on this contro¬ 
versial issue. Contrast Uehlinger in his contribution to the present volume. 
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7. Programmatic aniconism in the form of an explicit prohibition of 
images did not develop until the exilic or early post-exilic period. An 
historical situation featuring close contacts with iconic cults provided 
immediate impetus towards programmatic aniconism. The age-old prac¬ 
tice of the aniconic cult (of various types: standing-stone aniconism, 
empty throne) contributes on a more profound level to the explanation of 
the anti-iconic stance. Similar developments are to be noticed among the 
Nabateans and Arabs. The Deuteronomistic affinities of the prohibition 
of images pointed to the importance of the Deuteronomistic Name the¬ 
ology for the development of the express commandment. The Name the¬ 
ology in turn called our attention to the empty cherubim throne as an 
especially important background factor behind the veto on images. This 
specific point represents a revision of my previous position, according to 
which standing-stone aniconism more or less logically developed into 
programmatic aniconism. 122 


122 See Mettinger, No Graven Image , 195. In my previous works I was well aware of the 
aniconic nature of the cult focussed on the cherubim throne, see Mettinger, The Veto 
on Images, 22; The Dethronement of Sabaoth, 25-26; and No Graven Image , 16-17, 
139. It is not until now, however, that I realize the importance of the Deuteronomistic 
Name theology in this connection. 


ANICONISM AND ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN 
ANCIENT ISRAEL 


Ronald S. Hendel 

Every symbol is iconoclastic in comparison with some other symbol. 1 


1. Introduction 

In his recent book, No Graven Image ? Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient 
Near Eastern Context , T.N.D. Mettinger makes an important distinction 
between the programmatic aniconism propounded in the Deuterono- 
mistic theology and other writings (e.g. Deut 4:12-20; Jer 10:1-16; Isa 
44:9-20) and the de facto tradition of aniconism that preceded these the¬ 
ological critiques and provided their point of departure. 2 The earlier de 
facto tradition of aniconism, for which Mettinger finds evidence in the 
cultic symbolism of the Jerusalem and Arad temples and the open-air 
sanctuaries ( bamot ) at various sites, consists of an implicit aversion to 
anthropomorphic and theriomorphic images ‘as the dominant or central 
cult symbol.’ 3 Mettinger traces the roots of this de facto tradition to the 
common West Semitic phenomenon of open-air sanctuaries, whose cul¬ 
tic symbolism consisted primarily of standing stones (massebot), sacred 
trees (’ asertm ), 4 and altars ( mizbehot ). These cultic symbols, which are 
neither anthropomorphic nor zoomorphic, are conventional signifiers of 
sacred space in the West Semitic world, providing access to the divine 
presence by means of sacrifice, vows, etc. While Mettinger’s conclusion 
that ‘the masseboth were aniconic representations of the deity’ may be 
somewhat overstated (his earlier comment that the relation between a 
standing stone and a deity ‘is one of association and implication’ is more 


1 P. Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil (Boston, 1969), 354. 

2 T. N. D. Mettinger, No Graven Image? Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient Near Eastern 
Context (ConB OT 42; Stockholm, 1995), esp. 13-38, 135-197. 

3 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 19. Mettinger also notes the likelihood that the cultic 
symbolism of Jeroboam’s temples at Dan and Bethel also belong to this de facto tradi¬ 
tion. 

4 In the patriarchal stories the trees at the open-air sanctuaries are called ’ ela or ’ elon , 
sometimes taken to be a species of oak; cf. Mettinger, No Graven Image , 95-96, 151. 
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apt), 5 his derivation of the de facto tradition of Israelite aniconism from 
the West Semitic institution of open-air sanctuaries is an important con¬ 
tribution. 

In the following I wish to explore some factors in addition to the 
open-air sanctuaries that may have contributed to the formation and 
articulation of de facto aniconism in Israel. Anthropomorphic represen¬ 
tation of deity, while clearly the norm in ancient Near Eastern religions, 
was in some cases treated as a problem or as a norm to be superseded. 
Early Israelite traditions regarding the body of God may be related to 
this problem. According to the archaeological record the aniconism of 
Israelite culture was noticeably stronger than in neighbouring West 
Semitic cultures, a difference that requires some attention. The response 
to anthropomorphism in divine representation may be an important fac¬ 
tor in the de facto aniconism of Israelite religion. 

The following investigation follows in part from Mettinger’s comment 
that in the ‘older de facto tradition of aniconism ... aniconism was per¬ 
haps a conventional observance but not the subject of theological reflec¬ 
tion.’ 6 I would aver that any religious phenomenon, however conven¬ 
tional, has an implicit theology (or put more simply, implicit meanings) 
that requires interpretation. The interweaving of explicit and implicit the¬ 
ologies is essential to all biblical discourse, and is particularly important 
in inner-biblical ideological developments such as the prophetic and 
Deuteronomistic critique and transformation of de facto aniconism. 


2. Problems of Divine Representation in the Ancient Near East 

In Mesopotamian religious and literary texts the gods are described in 
anthropomorphic fashion (or in the case of monsters like Anzu, in 
zoomorphic fashion) with rare exceptions. One notable exception is the 
description of Marduk in the account of his birth in Eniima elis I, 79- 

5 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 167 and 21-22. While a given masseba may have been 
taken to be a representation of a deity, it also functioned as a visually prominent marker 
of sacred space; cf. the bronze pillars (‘ ammudim ) in front of the Jerusalem temple, 
yakin , ‘he has established’, and bd‘az , ‘strength is in it/him’ (1 Kgs 7:21); and C. L. 
Meyers, Jachin and Boaz in Religious and Political Perspective, CBQ 45 (1983), 174: 
‘The critical meaning is the notion of passage from profane space to holy space, from 
the mundane to the supramundane.’ See also D. E. Fleming’s apt description (The 
Installation of Baal's High Priestess at Emar: A Window on Ancient Syrian Religion 
[HSS 42; Atlanta, 1992], 76-77) of the ‘use of standing stones as focal points of the 
divine presence’. 

6 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 18. 
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100. The exaltation of Marduk, the chief theme of the work, 7 is accom¬ 
plished in this scene by a description of his awesome body. 

His limbs were ingeniously made beyond comprehension, 

Impossible to understand, too difficult to perceive. 

Four were his eyes, four were his ears; 

When his lips moved, fire blazed forth. 

The four ears were enormous 

And likewise the eyes; they perceived everything. 

Highest among the gods, his form was outstanding. 

His limbs were very long, his birth outstanding . 8 

Marduk’s appearance is ‘impossible to understand’ (hasasis la nata ), 
just as later deeds, such as his creation of humans, are ‘impossible to 
understand’. 9 This mysterious description of Marduk’s form and great¬ 
ness is comparable to some of the biblical prophets’ descriptions of Yah- 
weh’s theophany (Isaiah 6; Ezekiel 1) and the later speculations on 
God’s superlative dimensions by the merkaba mystics. 10 

This Mesopotamian text presents learned speculation on the form of 
Marduk in which Marduk’s superiority to the other gods is expressed in an 
idiom of transcendent anthropomorphism. Marduk is exalted above the 
other gods to the degree that his body transcends the anthropomorphism of 
the other gods. In Mesopotamian wisdom texts it is a common adage that 
the god’s mind is inscrutable; 11 in this text we see this quality of 
inscrutability applied to the god’s body. Marduk’s sublimity and the body 
that manifests his presence are equally ‘impossible to understand’. The god 
is ‘other’ from the ordinary gods insofar as he is ‘other’ from human form. 

Another Mesopotamian example of the idiom of transcendent anthro¬ 
pomorphism used to exalt a god is in a hymn to Ninurta. 12 In this text the 


7 On issues of date and themes see recently T. Abusch, Marduk, DDD, 1014-1026. 

8 Enuma elis I, 93-100; translation slightly revised from S. Dailey, Myths from 
Mesopotamia (Oxford/New York, 1989), 236. 

9 Enuma elis VI, 37. 

10 See M. S. Smith, Divine Form and Size in Ugaritic and Pre-exilic Israelite Religion, 
ZAW 100 (1988), 424-427 and E. Bloch-Smith, ‘Who Is the King of Glory?’ 
Solomon’s Temple and Its Symbolism, Scripture and Other Artifacts: Essays on the 
Bible and Archaeology in Honor of Philip J. King (ed. M. D. Coogan, J. C. Exum & 
L. E. Stager; Louisville, 1994), 21-25. 

11 See e.g. J. Bottero, Mesopotamia: Writing, Reasoning, and the Gods (Chicago, 1992), 
211,264-265. 

12 See T. Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian Religion 
(New Haven/London, 1976), 235-236; B. Hartmann, Monotheismus in Mesopota- 
mien?, Monotheismus im Alten Israel und seiner Umwelt (BibB 14; ed. O. Keel; Fri¬ 
bourg, 1980), 61-62; A. Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory Works of 
Assyrian and Babylonian Scholars (Oxford, 1986), 101-102. 
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parts of Ninurta’s body are identified as other gods and as features of the 
cosmos. These identifications show that Ninurta’s authority and powers 
encompass those of all the gods. 

O lord, your face is Shamash, your locks [Nisaba], 

Your eyes, O lord, are Enlil and [Ninlil], 

Your eyeballs are Gula and Belet-il[i], 

Your eyelids, O lord, are the twins Sin [and Shamash], 

Your eyebrows are the corona of the sun which [ ], 

Your mouth’s shape, O lord, is the evening star, 

An and Antu are your lips, your speech [is Nusku?], 

Your discoursing tongue (?) is Pabilsag, who [ ] on high, 

The roof of your mouth, O lord, is the circumference of heaven and earth, 
abode of [ ], 

Your teeth are the Seven, who slay evil-doers, 

Your cheeks, O lord, are the rising of bri[lliant] stars, 

Your ears are Ea and Damkina, sages of wisdom [ ], 

Your head is Adad, who [makes] heaven and earth [resound] like a smithy, 
Your brow is Shala, beloved [sp]ouse who contents [Adad’s heart], 

Your neck is Marduk, judge of heaven [and netherworld], the deluge [ ], 
Your throat is Sarpanitum, creat[ress of peo]ple ... 13 

While what we might call ‘sacred hyperbole’ is characteristic of the 
hymnic style, there is a strong sense in this description that Ninurta’s 
body is transcendent. His body is as inconceivable as his authority is all- 
encompassing. In this text we see again the significance of transcendent 
anthropomorphism in the description of a god’s body: the god is supe¬ 
rior to the other gods insofar as his body is ‘other’ from human form. 

An earlier Sumerian example illustrates the same principle. In the 
Gudea Cylinder the god Ningirsu appears in a dream theophany to 
Gudea as follows: 

One like heaven and earth in extent, 
as to the head a god, 
but his wings like the Anzu bird, 
his lower parts a flood . 14 

A. Livingstone comments that texts such as this ‘emphasize the ineffable 
nature of the divine by offering descriptions which are only barely con¬ 
ceivable’. 15 


13 Trans. B. R. Foster, Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature 
(Bethesda, 1993), 632-633. 

14 Gudea Cylinder A 5.13-16, trans. Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory 
Works , 93. 

15 Livingstone, Mystical and Mythological Explanatory Works , 93. 
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In these Mesopotamian texts Marduk, Ninurta, and Ningirsu are 
endowed with non- or supra-anthropomorphic bodies in order to 
express the sublimity of the god. It is important to stress that these 
divine representations are made in literary texts composed by a learned 
elite and may therefore be quite idiosyncratic. In the temples of the 
gods and in ordinary familiy piety the representations of deity were nor¬ 
mally anthropomorphic statues, which clergy and laity would lavish 
with ‘the care and feeding of the gods’. 16 Anthropomorphic representa¬ 
tions of Marduk and Ninurta, for example, are familiar from reliefs and 
seal impressions. 17 The above texts are exceptional speculations on the 
form and nature of the gods in which anthropomorphic representation 
has been problematized and superseded by a more abstract kind of rep¬ 
resentation. 

An exception to the common anthropomorphic representation of gods 
in the Mesopotamian cult is the use of divine ‘emblems’ ( surinnu ) to 
signify the gods. 18 These emblems are common in cylinder seals and on 
kudurru-stones and other reliefs of the Late Bronze Age, becoming 
widespread in these media during the Iron Age. In some depictions the 
divine emblems rest on divine thrones or cultic stands and receive wor¬ 
ship, scenes that presumably reflect contemporary practices. As Met- 
tinger observes, a god’s emblem functions as a sort of ‘abbreviated rep¬ 
resentation’ of the deity. 19 The use of such symbols has ancient roots 
and may have ‘originated in the use of graphic symbols to distinguish 
among the anthropomorphic representations of individual deities.’ 20 
The emblems used - a solar disk for Samas, a star for Istar, a writing 
stylus for Nabu, a crescent moon for Sin, a homed crown for Anu and 
Enlil, etc. - are objects that are associated with god and his/her sphere 

16 See A. L. Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilization 
(Chicago, 1964), 183-198; T. Jacobsen, The Graven Image, Ancient Israelite Religion: 
Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross (ed. P. D. Miller, Jr., P. D. Hanson & S. D. 
McBride; Philadelphia, 1987), 15-32. 

17 E.g., D. Collon, First Impressions: Cylinder Seals in the Ancient Near East 
(Chicago/London, 1987), 168-170 (figs. 783-785); J. Black & A. Green, Gods , 
Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia (Austin/London, 1992), 129 (fig. 105), 
142 (fig. 117). 

18 Mettinger, No Graven Image, 40-48; U. Seidl, Kultbild: Archaologisch, RLA, 6. 317- 
319; idem, Die babylonischen Kudurru-Reliefs: Symbole mesopotamischer Gottheiten 
(OBO 87; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1989); T. W. Mann, Divine Presence and Guidance in 
Israelite Traditions: The Typology of Exaltation (JHNES; Baltimore, 1977), 74-83; J. 
Spaey, Emblems in Rituals in the Old Babylonian Period, Ritual and Sacrifice in the 
Ancient Near East (OLA 55; ed. J. Quaegebeur; Leuven, 1993), 411-420. 

19 Mettinger, No Graven Image, A1 

20 Mann, Divine Presence and Guidance, 75. 
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of activity, serving to signify the deity by the semantic principle of 
metonymy. 21 

It may be possible to detect an anti-anthropomorphic impulse in the 
use of these cultic emblems to signify the gods. The use of these 
emblems proliferates in cylinder seals during the first millennium BCE, 
largely replacing anthropomorphic images. T. Oman has argued that 
‘the typical Neo-Babylonian themes of a worshipper in front of the 
divine emblem’ in cylinder seals reflect a ‘tendency to avoid the depic¬ 
tion of anthropomorphic deities.’ 22 This tendency in the representation 
of gods in cylinder seals may reflect in some measure the kind of anti- 
anthropomorphic mentality evident in the literary descriptions of Mar- 
duk, Ninurta, and Ningirsu above. While a preference for divine 
emblems does not necessarily preclude or anathematize anthropomor¬ 
phic images of gods, the emblems provide an aniconic alternative, and 
hence may suggest an anti-anthropomorphic bias in cultic and artistic 
practice. 

The use of divine emblems in West Semitic cultures, beginning 
sporadically in the Late Bronze Age and found in Aramaean and 
Phoenician-Punic cults of the first millennium BCE, may in origin 
derive from Mesopotamian practice. This phenomenon has been well 
documented by Mettinger, and provides an important component of 
his description of de facto West Semitic aniconism. 23 Oman also 
points to the ‘avoidance of the anthropomorphic deity ... on seals 
throughout the West Semitic regions’ in the first millennium BCE, 
and relates this to the broader trends of Near Eastern iconography of 
the time. 24 The preference for non-anthropomorphic representations 
of the divine may be a common characteristic of first millennium sen¬ 
sibility, or may again reflect the intellectual preferences of a small, 
learned elite. 

In Egypt the problem of divine representation is most prominent in 
what J. Assmann calls the ‘new solar theology’ formulated during the 

21 Mettinger (No Graven Image , 21) calls this referential relation one of indexicality, viz. 
reference by association and implication. 

22 T. Oman, The Mesopotamian Influence on West Semitic Inscribed Seals: A Preference 
for the Depiction of Mortals, Studies in the Iconography of Northwest Semitic 
Inscribed Seals (OBO 125; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1993), 72. 

23 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 84-113, 122-123, 180-181; see also Y. Yadin, Symbols 
of Deities at Zinjirli, Carthage and Hazor, Near Eastern Archaeology in the Twentieth 
Century: Essays in Honor of Nelson Glueck (ed. J. A. Sanders; Garden City, NY, 
1970), 199-231. 

24 Oman, Mesopotamian Influence, 71 
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New Kingdom (ca. 1400-1100 BCE). 25 The transcendence of the sun- 
god is expressed in part by denying him anthropomorphic representa¬ 
tion. In the new solar theology 

[human beings] see only the radiating and overwhelming external side 
of the divine appearance. The internal side of his nature is concealed 
from them. ‘You are in their face, but nobody knows your movement.’ 
‘You who appear to us, we do not know your image. You reveal 
yourself to our gaze, but we do not know your body (dt)f ‘Who 
conceals his image while being in front of mankind.’ This sort of 
statement, which is attested in many forms before, during and after 
the Amama period, may be regarded as a Leitmotiv of the new solar 
theology . 26 

The problem of divine representation became most severe during the 
brief heresy of Akhenaten in the fourteenth century BCE. 27 In Akhen¬ 
aten’s religion the god Aten manifested himself as sunlight, and is 
depicted in reliefs as the sun’s rays ending in stylized hands. Concern¬ 
ing the form of Aten, Akhenaten’s liturgy proclaims: ‘no craftsman 
knows him’. 28 

As remarkable as is the theology of divine representation in the 
solar religion of the New Kingdom and in Akhenaten’s heresy, the 
idiom of anti-anthropomorphism serves a purpose similar to that in 
the descriptions of Marduk, Ninurta, and Ningirsu above. The god’s 
mysterious body, utterly unlike the human form, expresses the supe¬ 
riority and the difference between this god and the other gods (to the 
point of the negation of other gods by Akhenaten), as well as the pro¬ 
found difference from the mundane anthropomorphism of human 
existence. Yet, as Assmann stresses, the displacement of the god 
from the constellation of the traditional pantheon also has the effect 
of reconfiguring the relationship between the transcendent god and 
humans. 

The relation of ‘anthropomorphic’ homology, placing cosmic and social 
order in mutual reflection, gives way to a unified universe where 


25 Assmann, Egyptian Solar Religion in the New Kingdom: Re, Amun and the Crisis of 
Polytheism (London, 1995); idem, State and Religion in the New Kingdom, Religion 
and Philosophy in Ancient Egypt (Yale Egyptological Studies 3; ed. W. K. Simpson; 
New Haven, 1989), 55-88. 

26 Assmann, Egyptian Solar Religion , 72. 

27 J. Assmann, Agypten: Theologie und Frommigkeit einer friihen Hochkultur (Stuttgart, 
1984), 232-257; J. P. Allen, The Natural Philosophy of Akhenaten, Religion and Phi¬ 
losophy in Ancient Egypt , 89-101, esp. 92-94. 

28 Allen, Natural Philosophy, 92. 


212 


RONALD S. HENDEL 


mankind becomes the sole partner of divine action. Anthropomorphism 
is replaced by anthropocentrism . 29 

By his theological elevation above the other gods, expressed in part by 
the idiom of anti-anthropomorphism, the transcendent god gains a new 
and more direct relationship with the human domain, bypassing the 
society of the other gods. 

These ancient Near Eastern instances in which anthropomorphism in 
the representation of gods has been problematized or transcended, while 
in some cases limited to the literate elite, provide a set of antecedents 
and analogues to the nature of divine representation in the aniconic tra¬ 
ditions - both de facto and programmatic - in ancient Israel. 


3. Seeing the Face of the Aniconic God 

Before turning to the implicit theology of de facto aniconism in Israel, 
I wish to set the stage by stressing some points of the archaeological 
record. As L. Stager has recently remarked, ‘archaeologists have noted 
the conspicuous absence of representations of male deities in Iron Age 
Israel’. 30 There is a surprisingly small number of statues or figurines 
that are legitimate candidates for images of Yahweh. A list of possible 
candidates follows: 

1. A bronze seated figure (ca. 14 cm. high) from Hazor stratum XI, 
eleventh century BCE (fig. I). 31 The figure’s conical hat lacks horns, 
making a determination of whether it is human or divine difficult. 32 The 

29 Assmann, State and Religion, 67. 

30 L. E. Stager, Toward the Future: It’s Just a Matter of Time, Biblical Archaeology 
Today, 1990 (ed. A. Biran & J. Aviram; Jerusalem, 1993), 752; see W. G. Dever, 
Material Remains and the Cult in Ancient Israel: An Essay in Archeological System - 
atics, The Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman 
(ed. C. L. Meyers & M. O’Connor; Winona Lake, 1983), 574; J. S. Holladay, Jr., Reli¬ 
gion in Israel and Judah Under the Monarchy: An Explicitly Archaeological Approach, 
Ancient Israelite Religion , 295; and O. Keel & C. Uehlinger, Gottinnen, Gotter und 
Gottessymbole: Neue Erkenntnisse zur Religionsgeschichte Kanaans und Israels auf- 
grund bislang unerschlossener ikonographischer Quellen (QD 134; Freiburg/Basel/ 
Vienna, 1992), 152-153. 

31 Y. Yadin, et al., Hazor III-IV: Plates (Jerusalem, 1961), pis. CCV:2, CCCXLVL1-6; 
O. Negbi, The Metal Figurines, Hazor III-IV: Text (ed. A. Ben-Tor; Jerusalem, 1989), 
358-362. See also the comments of Dever, Material Remains, 583 n. 12; P. R. S. 
Moorey, The Bible and Recent Archaeology (London/Atlanta, 1987), 83; Keel & 
Uehlinger, GGG, 132-134; and T. J. Lewis, Divine Images and Aniconism in Ancient 
Israel, JAOS , forthcoming. (My thanks to Ted Lewis for providing me with a copy of 
his article prior to publication.) 

32 Negbi, Metal Figurines, 358-359. 
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Fig. 1 


figure was buried in a jar along with a variety of worn bronze implements 
(two swords, two javelin-heads, a bracelet, some twisted wire, a bent bar, 
etc.). Negbi describes this collection as ‘a hoard of bronzes buried under 
the floor of a structure that presumably had to be abandoned’. 33 


33 Negbi, Metal Figurines, 360. 
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Fig. 2 


2. A bronze standing figure (ca. 10 cm. high) from Megiddo stratum 
VB, late eleventh or early tenth century BCE (fig. 2). 34 The shield in 
hand permits a probable identification of this figure as the god Resep. 35 



Fig. 3 

34 G. Loud, ed., Megiddo II (Chicago, 1948), pi. 239. See the comments of G. I. Davies, 
Megiddo (Cambridge, 1986), 77-78; Keel & Uehlinger, GGG , 130. 

35 I. Cornelius, The Iconography of the Canaanite Gods Reshef and Ba‘al: Late Bronze 
and Iron Age I Periods (c 1500-1000 BCE) (OBO 140; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1994), 
126-127, 130-131. 
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3. A limestone pillar (ca. 54 cm. high) with a crude anthropomorphic 
face from Megiddo building 338, tenth century BCE (fig. 3). 36 This 
unique representation could be that of a human worshipper or a god. 



Fig. 4 


4. A bronze fist (ca. 4 cm. long) from a standing figure type (perhaps 
ca. 40 cm. high) from Jerusalem stratum 14, tenth century BCE (fig. 
4). 37 This fragment, found in a fill, probably represents Baal or Resep. 38 



Fig. 5 


5. A standing stick figure carved into a miniature limestone altar (ca. 
9 cm. high) from Gezer stratum VI, tenth century BCE (fig. 5). 39 The 
identity and purpose of this incised figure are unknown. 40 

36 D. Ussishkin, Schumacher’s Shrine in Building 338 at Megiddo, IEJ 39 (1989), 163, 
fig. 7:7; idem, Sanctuaries in the First Temple Period, Biblical Archaeology Today, 
1990 , 75. 

37 Y. Shiloh, Excavations at the City of David I (Qedem 19; Jerusalem, 1984), 17, fig. 
24, pi. 29:3; Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 152. 

38 See Cornelius, Iconography , esp. 255-258. 

39 W. G. Dever, ed., Gezer II (Jerusalem, 1974), 67-68; idem, Material Remains, 574. 

40 Dever {Gezer //, 68) notes that incised decorations, including human stick figures, are 
found on a number of small limestone altars from fifth century BCE Lachish; see O. 
Tufnell et al ., Lachish III: The Iron Age (Oxford, 1953), 226, 383, and pis. 68-71. 
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6. A bronze seated figure (ca. 10 cm. high) from Tell el-‘Oreme, 
eighth century BCE (fig. 6). V. Fritz plausibly identifies this figure as 
the god El. 41 

All of the bronze figures in this list are Late Bronze Age types that 
represent what P. R. S. Moorey and S. Fleming define as ‘the end of the 
Canaanite tradition in the region to be occupied by the kingdoms of 
Judah and Israel.’ 42 These types were no longer produced after the 
eleventh and tenth centuries BCE. 43 O. Keel and C. Uehlinger rightly 
emphasize this point: ‘Fur die religionsgeschichtliche Einschatzung 
wichtiger ist die Tatsache, dass derartige Gotterfigurinen in der EZ II 
nicht me hr produziert wurden.’ 44 Some of these figures may have been 

41 V. Fritz, Kinneret: Ergebnisse der Ausgrabungen auf dem Tell el-‘Oreme am See 
Gennesaret 1982-85 (ADPV 15; Wiesbaden, 1990), 113-115, pis. 42:D, and 118:1-4; 
Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 152-153. 

42 P. R. S. Moorey & S. Fleming, Problems in the Study of the Anthropomorphic Metal 
Statuary from Syro-Palestine Before 330 B.C., Levant 16 (1984), 73. 

43 Moorey & Fleming, Problems, 73. 

44 Keel & Uehlinger, GGG, 153. 
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objects of cult, while others may have been kept as heirlooms or antiq¬ 
uities. 45 

In the light of the fact that all but the Tell el-‘Oreme figure were 
found in sites that had only recently become Israelite (or may not yet 
have been Israelite, as perhaps no. 1), these figures appear to represent 
an aspect of Canaanite iconography that did not long survive in Israelite 
culture. On the Megiddo figurine, G. I. Davies aptly remarks that ‘the 
population of Megiddo remained mainly Canaanite in composition even 
after the city was incorporated into David’s kingdom. The Canaanites 
did not simply disappear overnight’. 46 These considerations make it 
unlikely that these figures were manufactured as representations of Yah- 
weh, and any identification of these figures with Yahweh may have been 
exceptional. 



45 A few other figurines are worth mentioning. Two small bronze figurines (from ninth 
century BCE Hazor and eighth century BCE Tel Zeror) are badly preserved and hardly 
identifiable; see Yadin, Hazor III-IV: Plates , pis. CLXXVI:23 and CCCLXI: 14; 
Negbi, Metal Figurines, 358 n. 57; K. Ohata, ed., Tel Zeror III (Tokyo, 1970), 37, 
frontispiece and pi. LXIII: 1; Keel & Uehlinger, GGG , 153. Fragments of three faience 
figurines from the area of the cultic site in late tenth-early ninth century BCE Dan are 
Egyptian imports, while an unidentifiable bearded male terracotta figurine that may 
have adorned a stand has only part of his face preserved; see A. Biran, Biblical Dan 
(Jerusalem, 1994), 173, 177, pis. 27-31, figs. 133, 139-142. 

46 Davies, Megiddo , 77-78. 
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7. A bronze bull (17.5 cm. long) from an Iron Age I open-air sanctu¬ 
ary near Dothan was plausibly associated with Yahweh, but as scholars 
have noted, this image is analagous to the bull images at Dan and 
Bethel, and hence is more likely to be a pedestal, throne, or divine 
emblem than a tauromorphic image of Yahweh (fig 7). 47 

The de facto aniconism of Yahwistic cultic sites is particularly notice¬ 
able in comparison with the excavated cultic sites of neighbouring West 
Semitic cultures. Stager notes that the ‘cultural boundaries between 
Edom and Judah have been sharply drawn by the aniconic shrine at 7th 
century B.C.E. Arad and the contemporary shrine at nearby Qitmit.’ 48 
Similarly sharp cultural boundaries are indicated by the Phoenician 
shrine at Sarepta (shrine 1, eighth-seventh centuries BCE), where an 
inscription dedicates a statue to Tan(n)it-‘Astart 49 and the Philistine 
shrine at Ekron (Tel Miqneh; seventh century BCE), where a silver 
medallion depicts a goddess standing on a lion with a worshipper pray¬ 
ing before her. 50 Anthropomorphic divine images are in evidence at each 
of these neighbouring religious sites, 51 while representations of Yahweh 


47 A. Mazar, The ‘Bull Site’ - An Iron Age I Open Cult Place, BASOR 247 (1982), 27- 
42, figs. 2-3; Mettinger, No Graven Image , 137; O. Keel, Das Recht der Bilder gese- 
hen zu werden (OBO 122; Freiburg/Gottingen, 1992), 169-193. On the relevant bibli¬ 
cal texts, see recently G. Knoppers, Aaron’s Calf and Jeroboam’s Calves, Fortunate 
the Eyes that See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman (ed. A. B. Beck, A. H. 
Bartelt, P. R. Raabe & C. A. Franke; Grand Rapids, 1995), 92-104. 

48 Stager, Toward the Future, 752; similarly Holladay, Religion in Israel and Judah, 291 
n. 109. On Holladay’s theory of ‘nonconformist’ shrines at Jerusalem Cave 1 and 
Samaria E 207, cf. the differing assessments of the material culture in Excavations by 
K. M. Kenyon in Jersualem 1961-1967, Vol. TV (ed. I. Eshel & K. Prag; Oxford, 1995). 
On Qitmit see now I. Beit-Arieh, ed., Horvat Qitmit: An Edomite Shrine in the Bibli¬ 
cal Negev (Tel Aviv, 1995). 

49 J. B. Pritchard, Recovering Sarepta, A Phoenician City (Princeton, 1978), 104-105, fig. 
103; idem, Sarepta IV (Beirut, 1988) 7-8, figs. 1:1, 4:1; note also a glass disk with a 
raised impression of the sign of Tan(n)it, p. 108, figs. 28:1, 34:1. See also Holladay, 
Religion in Israel, 264-265. 

50 See M. S. Smith, Yahweh and Other Deities in Ancient Israel: Observations on Old 
Problems and Recent Trends, Ein Gott allein? JHWH-Verehrung und biblischer 
Monotheismus im Kontext der israelitischen und altorientalischen Religions- 
geschichte (ed. W. Dietrich & M. A. Klopfenstein; OBO 139; Freiburg/Gottingen, 
1993), 201; this medallion is not mentioned in S. Gitin, Seventh Century B.C.E. 
Cultic Elements at Ekron, Biblical Archaeology Today, 1990 , 248-258. Note also the 
distinctive female plaque figurines found in the Philistine shrine at Ashdod, area D, 
eighth century BCE; M. Dothan & D. N. Freedman, Ashdod I (‘Atiqot 7; Jerusalem, 
1967), 137-138, fig. 43:2,4, and fig. 46:3; Holladay, Religion in Israel and Judah, 
261-264. 

51 Also worth consideration is a group of Ammonite stone statues from the eighth to sixth 
centuries BCE found in the vicinity of Amman that represent either the god Milkom 
(so A. Abou Assaf, Untersuchungen zur ammonitischen Rundbildkunst, UF 12 [1980], 
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are conspicuously absent in Israelite and Judean sites. 52 (Representations 
of Asherah are a more controverted issue.) 53 

Several biblical stories tell of sculptured objects used as images of 
Yahweh (Exodus 32; Judges 8:24-27; Judges 17-18; 1 Kings 12), but 
these are clearly polemical in intent, composed in order to ‘demonize’ a 
religious or political adversary or institution. 54 It is unwarranted to 
reconstruct an ‘unofficial’ or ‘popular’ cult on the basis of these ideo- 


77-79) or Ammonite kings (so R. H. Domemann, The Archaeology of the Transjordan 
in the Bronze and Iron Ages [Milwaukee, 1983], 156-157). 

52 According to B. A. Nakhai (What’s a Bamah? How Sacred Space Functioned in 
Ancient Israel, BARev 20/3 [1994], 18-29) nineteen Israelite and Judean cultic sites 
from the twelfth through the sixth centuries BCE are identifiable, though no doubt oth¬ 
ers would count differently. 

53 The only clearly identifiable representation of Asherah in Israel is on a cultic stand 
from tenth century BCE Taanach; see recently P. Beck, The Cult-Stands from 
Taanach: Aspects of the Iconographic Tradition of Early Iron Age Cult Objects in 
Palestine, From Nomadism to Monarchy: Archaeological and Historical Aspects of 
Early Israel (ed. I. Finkelstein & N. Na’aman; Jerusalem, 1994), 352-381. Beck des¬ 
ignates the goddess as ‘Potnia Theron’, with affinities to Hittite and Neo-Hittite 
iconography (368, 375-381). The terracotta female pillar figurines found in abundance 
in Judean sites in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE are often interpreted as repre¬ 
sentations of Asherah (e.g., W. G. Dever, Ancient Israelite Religion: How to Recon¬ 
cile the Differing Textual and Artifactual Portraits, Ein Gott allein?, 121-122; R. Hes- 
trin, Understanding Asherah: Exploring Semitic Iconography, BARev 17/5 [1991], 57). 
However these figurines lack the characteristic iconography of deities (homed crowns, 
animal pedestals, emblems, etc.); such traits clearly mark the Taanach stand and the 
goddess figures at Qitmit and Ekron. Parallels from other Near Eastern cultures indi¬ 
cate that it is plausible to interpret the pillar figurines in domestic contexts as ‘some 
sort of votive objects expressing the quest for human fertility’ (C. Meyers, Discover¬ 
ing Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context [Oxford/New York, 1988], 162). In bur¬ 
ial contexts these figurines may represent prayers for human fertility or possibly wives 
or concubines for the afterlife. The clearest discussions of these issues are M. D. 
Fowler, Excavated Figurines: A Case for Identifying a Site as Sacred, ZAW 97 (1985), 
333-344; K. van der Toom, rev. of U. Winter, Frau und Gottin , BiOr 43 (1986), 493- 
499; Meyers, Discovering Eve , 161-163; E. Bloch-Smith, Judahite Burial Practices 
and Beliefs about the Dead (JSOTsup 123; Sheffield, 1992), 94-103; cf. Keel & 
Uehlinger, GGG , 370-385. It is worth noting that the silence of the prophetic and 
Deuteronomistic writings regarding the pillar figurines (noted by Dever, Ancient 
Israelite Religion, 111) may constitute an argument e silentio that these figurines were 
not commonly understood to be representations of Asherah. 

54 On these texts see recently Knoppers, Aaron’s Calf, 92-104; B. Halpem, The First 
Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History (San Francisco, 1988), 129, 220-228; K. 
van der Toom, Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria and Israel: Continuity and 
Change in the Forms of Religious Life (SHANE 7; Leiden, 1996), 246-251. Note also 
W. H. Schmidt’s observation (Auspragungen des Bilderverbots? Zur Sichtbarkeit und 
Vorstellbarkeit Gottes im Alten Testament, Das Wort und die Worter: Festschrift Ger¬ 
hard Friedrich [ed. H. Balz & S. Schultz; Stuttgart, 1973], 25) that the diction of Exod 
32:31 {wayya‘ a su lahem ’£lohe zahab ) echoes the prohibition in Exod 20:23 ( we’lohe 
zahab Id’ ta‘°asu lakem ), establishing at least a relative dating of de jure aniconism. 
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logically motivated texts. These stories require a hermeneutics of suspi¬ 
cion, as scholars have emphasized. 55 

Having set some of the parameters of the de facto aniconism of Yah- 
wistic religion, let us turn to evidence for the implicit theology of 
Israelite aniconism. The most suggestive evidence is a Leitmotif that 
informs many of the stories of theophanies in the Hebrew Bible - the 
idea that no one can see God and live. 56 This idea is explicit in a num¬ 
ber of biblical ‘God-sightings’: 57 

Jacob 

ki-ra’iti ’elohim panim ’el-panim wattinnasel napsi (Gen 32:31) 

For I have seen God face to face, but my life has been preserved. 

Moses 

Id’ tukal lir’ot ’et-panay ki lo-yir’ani hd’dddm wahay (Exod 33:20) 

You cannot see my face, for a person cannot see me and live. 

Gideon 

ki-‘al-ken ra’iti mal’akyhwh panim ’ el-panim...’al-tira’ Id’ tamut (Judg 
6:22-23) 

For indeed I have seen the angel of Yahweh face to face ...Do not fear, 
you shall not die. 

Manoah 

mot namut ki ’elohim ra’inu (Judg 13:22) 

We surely shall die for we have seen God. 

Isaiah 

’dy-li ki-nidmeti ... ki ’et-hammelek yhwh seba’dt ra’u ( enay (Isa 6:5) 
Oy, I am destroyed ... for my eyes have seen the king, Yahweh of Hosts. 

The story of Moses’ shining (?) face is probably also grounded in this 
belief, with the twist that in this case it is the one who sees God whose 
face cannot be seen by others (Exod 34:29-35). 58 Other passages that 


55 Cf. B. Halpem’s recent comment (The Baal [and the Asherah] in Seventh-Century 
Judah: Yhwh’s Retainers Retired, Konsequente Traditionsgeschichte: Festschrift fur 
Klaus Baltzer [OBO 126; Fribourg/Gottingen, 1993], 116) that one should not ‘mis¬ 
take the polemic against the baals for portrayal rather than caricature’. 

56 See Schmidt, Auspragungen des Bilderverbots, 26; J. Barr, Theophany and Anthropo¬ 
morphism in the Old Testament, Congress Volume, Oxford 1959 (VTSup 7; Leiden, 
1960), 34. 

57 This term is from H. Eilberg-Schwartz, God's Phallus and Other Problems for Men 
and Monotheism (Boston, 1994), 60. 

58 On this passage see recently W. L. Propp, The Skin of Moses’ Face: Transfigured or 
Disfigured?, CBQ 49 (1987), 375-386. 
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refer to this belief are Exod 12:22; 19:21; 24:11; and perhaps Gen 
19:17,26. 59 

The concept that a God-sighting is deadly is attested across biblical 
sources and is clearly non- and pre-Deuteronomistic. The classical 
Deuteronomistic theology of the representation of God, presented most 
vividly in Deuteronomy 4, precludes the idea that God can be seen at 
all: 


Yahweh spoke to you from the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of 
words, not seeing a form, only a voice... For you did not see any form 
when Yahweh spoke to you at Horeb in the midst of the fire. (Deut 
4:12,15) 

The Deuteronomistic theology of God’s presence rejects the premise that 
God has a form ( temuna ) at all. 60 For this reason the Deuteronomist 
reformulates the older belief by revising the object of the people’s fear: 

’im-ydspim ’anahnu lismda‘ ’et-qdl yhwh ’eldhenu ‘dd wamatnu (Deut 
5:22) 

If we continue to hear the voice of Yahweh our God any longer, we shall 
die. 

This reformulation replaces the unacceptable idea of a God-sighting as 
lethal with the acceptable notion of a God-hearing as lethal. The out¬ 
come is the same, but the terms now suit the Deuteronomistic theology 
of God’s presence. So the Deuteronomist acknowledges the older belief 
by revising it into conformity with his new theological perspective. 61 

The belief that one cannot see God and live is best understood as a 
motif of Israelite folklore, rooted in popular conceptions concerning 
purity and danger. 62 That which is holy is also dangerous, and that which 
is most holy is most dangerous. One can see the force of this conception 


59 1 Sam 6:19 may also be relevant, but the reading in MT has suffered serious corrup¬ 
tion; see P. K. McCarter, I Samuel (AB 8; Garden City, NY, 1980), 131. 

60 K. van der Toom’s proposal (God, DDD, 688) that ‘God’s invisibility might be inter¬ 
preted as a radicalization of his glory [kabod] ’ is pertinent to the logic of argumenta¬ 
tion in Deut 4:11-12,15. 

61 Note that the development of programmatic aniconism in Deuteronomy and other 
works is related to the development of ‘philosophical’ or ‘self-conscious’ monotheism 
in that both involve the critique of traditional modes of representation of deity; see B. 
Halpem, ‘Brisker Pipes than Poetry’: The Development of Israelite Monotheism, 
Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel (ed. J. Neusner et al.\ Philadelphia, 1987), 95- 
103. 

62 For the sense of these terms see M. Douglas, Purity and Danger (London, 1966); and 
see the thorough treatment of biblical matters in D. P. Wright, Holiness (OT), ABD 
3.237-249. 


222 


RONALD S. HENDEL 


in beliefs about the dangerous holiness of Mt. Sinai and the Ark, both 
sites of God’s presence, which one dare not touch lest one die (Exod 
19:12-13; 2 Sam 6:6-8). The graded degrees of holiness of the courts 
and chambers of the Jerusalem Temple also illustrate the dangers of the 
holy and the most holy. 63 The idea that extreme holiness is extremely 
dangerous is a recurring theme in Israelite religion. 

The God-sightings in the Bible that do not result in the viewer’s death 
are the exceptions that prove the rule. By the logic of the gradations of 
holiness, only the most holy people are spared death in the presence of 
God. J. Barr aptly notes that ‘nothing is indeed more significant about 
the anthropomorphic theophanies than that they have occurred to special 
and isolated persons in the past’. 64 Only the special ones of the past are 
able to survive the ‘holiness and awfulness of his aspect which must 
bring death to men who see him.’ 65 Seeing God and surviving is a form 
of blessing, an indication of religious worth. 66 The worshipper’s experi¬ 
ence of ‘seeing God’s face’ in cultic contexts is a spiritualizing reinter¬ 
pretation of this rule, in which the worshipper is spiritually elevated into 
a state of holiness in which he/she can directly experience God’s pres¬ 
ence. 67 Classical prophecy, as the quote from Isaiah 6 above illustrates, 
also participates in this conception. 

The lethal danger of seeing God is, I suggest, related both to the prob¬ 
lem of anthropomorphic representation of deity and to the de facto ani- 
conism of the Yahwistic cult. In the pre-Deuteronomistic texts God does 
seem to have an anthropomorphic body, which certain special people are 
allowed to see, but the texts are reticent on the specifics of God’s body. 
This is the feature of biblical narrative that H. Eilberg-Schwartz calls 
‘the averted gaze’. 68 It is plausible, as Barr suggests, that ‘the recording 

63 See Wright, Holiness, 241-243. 

64 Barr, Theophany and Anthropomorphism, 34. 

65 Barr, Theophany and Anthropomorphism, 34. 

66 Note that Jacob’s God-sighting at Penuel is accompanied by blessing (Gen 32:27-31). 

67 E.g., Pss 11:7, 17:15; see M. D. Fowler, The Meaning of lipne YHWH in the Old Tes¬ 
tament, ZAW 99 (1987), 384-390; C. L. Seow, Face, DDD, 607-613; M. S. Smith, 
‘Seeing God’ in the Psalms: The Background to the Beatific Vision in the Hebrew 
Bible, CBQ 50 (1988), 171-183; J. D. Levenson, The Jerusalem Temple in Devotional 
and Visionary Experience, Jewish Spirituality from the Bible through the Middle Ages 
(ed. A. Green; New York, 1986), 43-46. 

68 Eilberg-Schwartz, Divine Phallus , 59. Eilberg-Schwartz argues (77) that the reticence 
in depictions of God’s body in the Hebrew Bible reflects ‘an ambivalence about God’s 
sex ... as if the whole question of this being’s sex posed a fundamental danger that 
could not be faced’. While sexuality is certainly an implicit (and sometimes explicit) 
quality in anthropomorphic representations of gods, I would suggest that in Israel the 
dominant issue is more the relation between God and humans than God’s sexuality as 
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of the appearance in detail was felt by writers often to be too serious and 
difficult to attempt except in special cases.’ 69 God may walk and talk 
with the ancestors, but the reader does not ‘see’ God’s body in the sto¬ 
ries. Guarded and increasingly esoteric descriptions are ventured by Isa¬ 
iah, Ezekiel, and later visionaries, perhaps in part to stake their claim to 
religious authority akin to that of Moses, whom ‘Yahweh knew face to 
face’ (Deut 34:10). 70 

This dialectic of holiness and danger in the visible presence of Yah¬ 
weh offers a coherent response to the problem of divine representation. 
Yahweh has a body, clearly anthropomorphic, but too holy for human 
eyes. To the worshipper this idea coheres with the absence of anthropo¬ 
morphic images of Yahweh in the Israelite cult. Like the bodies of Mar- 
duk, Ninurta, Ningirsu, and Aten, Yahweh’s body was believed to be 
incommensurate with mundane human existence: it has a different 
degree of being than human bodies. But this belief is manifested differ¬ 
ently than in the Near Eastern texts discussed above. God’s sublimity is 
expressed by his extremely holy and dangerous presence, not by his bod¬ 
ily form per se. It is a transcendent anthropomorphism not in its form 
but in its effect, approachable only by the most holy, and absent in mate¬ 
rial form in the cult. 71 

Israel’s de facto aniconism and the extreme danger of God’s holy 
presence provide a dual and complementary response to the problem of 
divine representation. It represents an anthropomorphism charged with a 
maximal degree of purity and danger. In contrast to the concrete and 


such. The non-depiction of God’s sexual qualities is in this light a sign of his differ¬ 
ence from humans, much as in Renaissance art the depiction of Jesus’ phallus is a sign 
of his embodied humanity (see L. Steinberg, The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance 
Art and in Modern Oblivion [New York, 1983]). This is not to deny the cogency of Eil- 
berg-Schwartz’s theological reflections on the issue of God’s body and modem con¬ 
structions of sexuality. 

69 Barr, Theophany and Anthropomorphism, 32; cf. Schmidt, Auspragungen des 
Bilderverbots, 28-29. 

70 Cf. R. R. Wilson’s comment (Prophecy in Crisis: The Call of Ezekiel, Interpreting the 
Prophets [ed. J. L. Mays & P. J. Achtemeier; Philadelphia, 1987], 164) on Ezekiel’s 
initiatory vision: ‘The vision makes clear [to the prophet’s exilic community] that 
Ezekiel came as close as any Israelite since Moses to seeing the face of God, and the 
prophet’s message must therefore have divine authority.’ 

71 The splendour of the divine presence in other ancient Near Eastern religions does not 
(except in the case of demons or monsters) include this element of mortal danger. On 
the ‘radiance, splendour, and luminosity’ of the gods (Akkadian melammu ; Hebrew 
kabod ), see van der Toom, God, 671-688; E. Cassin, La splendeur divine: Introduc¬ 
tion a Tetude de la mentalite mesopotamienne (Paris, 1968); E. Homung, Conceptions 
of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many (Ithaca, 1982), 128-135. 
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imaginative conceptuality of de facto aniconism and the holy danger of 
God’s body, the programmatic aniconism of Deuteronomy and other 
texts represents a different kind of response, one that is more philosoph¬ 
ical and abstract, characteristic of literate forms of thought. 72 In this 
respect the theology of programmatic aniconism is clearly comparable to 
the intellectual speculations of the Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts 
addressed above, a product of critical reflection on tradition. The de 
facto tradition of divine representation involves a more concrete set of 
ideas, linked to the divine qualities of holiness and danger, and high¬ 
lighting the fact of human mortality and the other distinctive traits that 
distinguish God from humans. 


4. The Political Theology of Sacred Emptiness 

Yahweh’s empty throne above the Ark has been aptly characterized by 
Mettinger as a case of ‘sacred emptiness’. 73 He observes: 

[this] iconographical construct produces a remarkable sort of ‘mental 
iconography’, since it generates in the onlooker the mental image of the 
deity as a king on his throne, although there is no material image of the 
deity in the physical world. 74 

The mental picture of Yahweh as king implies an anthropomorphic image, 
even in the absence of a material image. While there may be some late 
evidence of empty throne iconography in Sidon (a small cherub-throne 
with a steeply inclined seat, perhaps first century CE), 75 the norm in West 
Semitic iconography was to have either a divine statue or a divine symbol 
resting on the throne. Yahweh’s empty throne remains something of a 
novelty in the ancient Near East, if only because Yahwism did not require 
an emblem to signify which god was enthroned. 

If Yahweh’s iconography is basileomorphic, in Mettinger’s term, 76 
then it is a divine kingship with a difference. Conceptions of deity are 

72 See J. Goody, The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society (Cambridge, 
1986), 26-44; and the logic of ‘philosophical’ monotheism in Halpem, Brisker Pipes, 
88-103. 

73 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 19; see further idem, YHWH Sabaoth - The Heavenly 
King on the Cherubim Throne, Studies in the Period of David and Solomon and Other 
Essays (ed. T. Ishida; Tokyo/Winona Lake, 1982), 109-138. 

74 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 20. 

75 Mettinger, No Graven Image , 100-106. 

76 T. N. D. Mettinger, The Elusive Essence: YHWH, El and Baal and the Distinctiveness 
of Israelite Faith, Die Hebraische Bibel und ihre zweifache Nachgeschichte: 
Festschrift fur Rolf Rendtorff (ed. E. Blum et al. ; Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1990), 396-398. 
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never innocent of political implications, as historians of religion have 
long pointed out. Is there an implicit ‘political theology’ of Yahweh’s 
sacred emptiness? 77 

W. W. Hallo and I have argued independently that an implicit bias 
against the institution of political kingship may be implied in Yahweh’s 
empty throne. 78 In ancient Near Eastern iconography from the third mil¬ 
lennium onward, the cultic image of the chief god closely resembled the 
image of the king. Hallo traces this development in Mesopotamia from 
the Sargonic period when 

The new ideology of the deified king ... implied an assimilation of god 
and king that worked both ways - the king became more like a god but at 
the same time the gods became more like kings and, inevitably, like 
human beings generally. 79 

In later periods when the king was no longer explicitly apotheosized, 
the correlation between the divine body and the king’s body persisted 
to the point that ‘the royal image began to receive divine honors and 
to function as a cult-statue.’ 80 The correspondence between king 
and god intensified in Middle and Neo-Assyrian royal ideology, 
where the king is regularly described as the ‘image’ ( salam ) of the 
god. 81 

The divine statue signified the earthly king as the legitimate repre¬ 
sentative of god on earth. The dual exaltation of god and king is illus¬ 
trated in a passage from the Mesopotamian legend of Sargon, King of 
Battle: 

[With] the gem-studded [crown?] on his head, and lapis footstool at his feet, 
With fifty-five attendants [he] sat before him. 

Since he was seated on a throne of gold, the king was enthroned like a god. 
[Wh]o is ... like the king? 82 


77 On the term ‘political theology’, see Assmann, State and Religion, 56; and note the 
title of Spinoza’s work on biblical criticism, Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670). 

78 W. W. Hallo, Texts, Statues and the Cult of the Divine King, Congress Volume, 
Jerusalem 1986 (ed. J. Emerton; VTSup 40; Leiden, 1988), 54-66; R. S. Hendel, The 
Social Origins of the Aniconic Tradition in Early Israel, CBQ 50 (1988), 365-382; 
idem, Worldmaking in Ancient Israel, JSOT 56 (1992), 3-18. 

79 Hallo, Texts, Statues and the Cult, 60. 

80 Hallo, Texts, Statues and the Cult, 62; and I. J. Winter, ‘Idols of the King’: Royal 
Images as Recipients of Ritual Action in Ancient Mesopotamia, Journal of Ritual 
Studies 6 (1992), 13-42. 

81 See Hallo, Texts, Statues and the Cult, 64 n. 59; Hendel, Social Origins, 380. One let¬ 
ter states (if the reconstruction is correct): ‘the king is the mirror image ([< q]e ) of god’ 
(Hallo, Texts, Statues and the Cult, 64). 

82 Trans. Foster, Before the Muses , 254. 


226 


RONALD S. HENDEL 


In this royal ideology the king had two bodies, mortal and immortal, 
both ‘enthroned like a god’. 83 

Hallo argues that anthropomorphic representation of the gods in 
Mesopotamia is a function of the assimilation of god to king beginning 
in the third millennium BCE. In this respect anthropomorphism in divine 
representation is an aspect of political theology, functioning to authorize 
the king in his political and sacral person. This political theology is part 
of the symbolic expressiveness of cult images throughout the ancient 
Near East. Even the anti-anthropomorphism of Akhenaten’s iconogra¬ 
phy of Aten preserves the force of this political theology, for though 
Aten was represented as the sunlight, the king was his ‘effective sign’ 
and sole mediator on earth. 84 

In Israel a clear distinction was made between celestial kingship and 
political kingship, in which the former no longer served as a warrant for 
the latter. This is a distinctive feature of Israelite political theology, and 
virtually all scholars agree that it has its origins in the premonarchic 
period of Israelite history. 85 The disputes in the biblical text over the legit¬ 
imacy of political kingship capture this ideological separation, expressed 
paradigmatically in Gideon’s refusal of the right of kings: ‘I will not rule 
over you, and my son will not rule over you; Yahweh will rule over you’ 
(Judg 8:23). 86 In the context of this new political theology, the empty 
divine throne exalts the celestial king while at the same time deleting the 
anthropomorphic image that mirrors and authorizes the political king. 

In sum, the sacred emptiness of Yahweh’s throne obscures the notion 
that the celestial king is the mirror image of the political king. On this 
divine body no political claims authorizing kingship can be made. 87 The 


83 Cf. the classic work of E. H. Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Medi¬ 
aeval Political Theology (Princeton, 1957). 

84 Allen, Natural Philosophy, 97-100, and esp. 99: ‘Apparently by design, therefore, it is 
Akhenaten - and not Akhenaten’s god - that replaces the traditional images of the gods 
as the medium for human contact with the divine. ’ 

85 See recently R. Albertz, A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period. 
Vol. I: From the Beginnings to the End of the Monarchy (Louisville, 1994), 72-79, 
114-126; K. W. Whitelam, Israelite Kingship: The Royal Ideology and Its Opponents, 
The World of Ancient Israel: Sociological, Anthropological and Political Perspectives 
(ed. R. E. Clements; Cambridge, 1989), 119-139. 

86 On the pre-Deuteronomistic strata of the anti-kingship texts in Judges 8-9 and 1 
Samuel 8-12, see Halpem, First Historians, 127-131, 181-204; and cf. P. K. McCarter, 
The Books of Samuel, The History of Israel’s Traditions: The Heritage of Martin Noth 
(ed. S. L. McKenzie & M. P. Graham; JSOTSup 182; Sheffield, 1994), 273-280. 

87 See the cogent comments of M. Douglas (The Cloud God and the Shadow Self, Social 
Anthropology 3 [1995], 83-94) on the relationship between forensic and political 
claims and a culture’s concept of personhood. 
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purity and danger of Yahweh’s presence and the sacred emptiness of his 
cultic throne cohere with early Israel’s social organization as an 
‘acephalous’ society, consisting of tribes (and extended families) without 
rulers. 88 As M. Douglas observes, this concept of God’s body is ‘inte¬ 
grated with their theory of society’. 89 The body politic and the body of 
God are related to each other in such a way that the king (in his political 
and physical body) no longer serves as the mediator or ‘cosmic axis’. The 
cosmos has been reformulated such that the celestial king and his people 
are partners, the political king having been effaced from the structure. 
This new worldview is implicit in such early texts as the Song of the Sea 
in Exodus 15, 90 in which Yahweh and his people are mutually exalted. 91 
The formulation of a direct, personal bond between the high god and the 
people is described by R. Albertz as ‘a peculiarity of Israelite religion’. 92 

B. Halpem has noted that this de-linkage of the mutual authority of God 
and king has repercussions in the cultic activities of Israel’s monarchs: 

Notably, the Israelite kingdom established by Jeroboam by secession 
from the kingship of Solomon’s successor prescinded from establishing 
its cultic centers in the political capital... His actions implied indepen¬ 
dence from Judah yet disavowed any unchangeable divine election of his 
dynasty. When Omri’s son, Ahab, later erected a temple in Samaria, his 
capital, the same dynamic was in effect. The revolutionary, Jehu, 
destroyed the temple in the capital, ensuring a separation of capital and 
temple in the northern kingdom for the rest of its duration. 93 

The disengagement of the typological bond between the celestial king 
and the political king, while repaired to some extent in the Davidic- 
Solomonic political theology, continued to have effect in the limited cul¬ 
tic authority of the king in both Israel and Judah. 94 


88 See Hendel, Worldmaking, 11-15; and the recent description of early Israelite social 
organization in van der Toom, Family Religion , 183-206. 

89 Douglas, Cloud God, 91. 

90 On the early date for the corpus of Hebrew archaic poetry to which Exodus 15 belongs, 
see the exemplary linguistic analysis in A. Saenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew 
Language (Cambridge, 1993), 56-62. 

91 T. W. Mann ( Divine Presence and Guidance , 189) has commented on the distinctive¬ 
ness of this conception: rather than the king or another heroic individual, “both Exo¬ 
dus 15 and the classic texts are unanimous is seeing the people as the central human 
character within the typology of exaltation. ” 

92 Albertz, History of Israelite Religion , 63; also idem, Der Ort des Monotheismus in der 
israelitischen Religionsgeschichte, Ein Gott allein , 88. 

93 B. Halpem, Kingship and Monarchy, The Oxford Companion to the Bible (ed. B. M. 
Metzger & M. D. Coogan; New York/Oxford, 1993), 415. 

94 On the limited cultic authority of Israel’s kings in the context of Near Eastern kingship, 
see H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1948), 337-344. 
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In the foregoing I have tried to explore some of the theological and polit¬ 
ical senses of de facto aniconism in ancient Israel. The problem of divine 
representation was addressed in Israelite culture by a reinterpretation of 
the representational possibilities available in its Near Eastern milieu. 
Non-anthropomorphic tendencies in divine representation are evidenced 
in some Near Eastern material, and as Mettinger has emphasized, the 
symbolism of the open-air sanctuaries does not include an anthropomor¬ 
phic image. The body of God was defined in Israelite culture as both like 
and unlike that of humans: it was maximally holy and maximally dan¬ 
gerous such that only the holiest of humans, generally the great ones of 
the past, could withstand its sight. In the absence of a royal body seated 
on the ark’s cherub-throne, the political theology of a society without 
kings is also articulated, even if by silence and indirection. The body of 
the political king is no longer the focal point of divine iconography. In 
losing its connection to the king’s body, the body of God is no longer 
tied to a strict anthropomorphism. It becomes too holy for ordinary mor¬ 
tals to see, and eventually, in its reinterpretation in programmatic ani¬ 
conism, impossible to see since utterly formless. In the interplay 
between aniconism and anthropomorphism we may discern some dis¬ 
tinctive patterns in the complex weave of ancient Israelite religion. 


THE ICONIC BOOK 
ANALOGIES BETWEEN THE 
BABYLONIAN CULT OF IMAGES AND 
THE VENERATION OF THE TORAH 

Karel van der Toorn 


1. Introduction 

The debate surrounding the rise and significance of biblical aniconism 
tends to make us forget that many things can assume the functions of an 
icon. The question is not, or not only, whether the Israelites worshipped 
images, but whether they had symbols which for all practical purposes 
served as divine images for them. This was the case, I submit, for the 
Torah. In the Book of Deuteronomy, there is a direct relation between the 
prohibition of images and the propagation of the written law. While other 
peoples carried carved seals and figurative decorations as amulets, the 
Israelites were instructed to carry portions of the Torah on their persons. 
Many a Babylonian house had a head of Huwawa or a Kusarikku figure to 
dissuade demons from entering, whereas the Israelite house had lines from 
Scripture on its doorposts; and instead of a shrine with an image of their 
God, the Israelite priests carried an ark containing a copy of the Book of 
the Law. These comparisons suggest a functional correspondence between 
the divine image among the surrounding nations and the Torah among the 
Israelites. Did the Torah perhaps serve as a substitute image? 

The iconic function of the Torah is not irrelevant to the debate on 
Israelite aniconism. Aniconism was long deemed superior to the worship 
of images because it was taken to be the sign of a more lofty and spiri¬ 
tual view of deity. The true God being invisible to the human eye, all 
attempts to represent him, in whatever shape or form, were considered to 
be fatally flawed and deceptive. The highest form of religion, according 
to this line of reasoning, is conceptual. Humans should seek to know 
God through the written and spoken word. The image was contrasted 
with the word, the one addressing the senses and the other the intellect; 
faith should be the result of hearing, not of seeing. If it can be shown 
that the written and canonized Word did, in fact, serve in a similar 
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capacity as the religious icon, however, the presumed superiority of ani- 
conic religion has to be based on other grounds - if it is not to be aban¬ 
doned altogether. 

Since the debate on Israelite aniconism might benefit from an 
approach which highlights the role of the Torah as an icon, this contri¬ 
bution will explore the functional analogy between the Babylonian cult 
of divine images, on the one hand, and the Israelite veneration of the 
Torah, on the other. The analogy manifests itself at different levels; in 
addition to the analogies between the actual cult of images and the rites 
surrounding the Torah, there is also an analogy contained in the myths 
about the origin of the image and, in the case of Israel, the book. Before 
we proceed to investigate these analogies, however, it is useful to remind 
ourselves of the spiritual climate in which the debate on aniconism has 
long been taking place. I turn firstly, therefore, to the incipient science 
of religion of the late 19th century, to show the apologetic overtones in 
the identification of Israelite religion as aniconic. 


2. Book Religion and Ritual Religion 

Textbooks on the comparative study of religion often present F. Max 
Muller as the father of the modem science of religion. Muller (1823- 
1903), who was a German by birth but worked most of his life in Eng¬ 
land, is remembered mostly for his achievements as a scholar of oriental 
religions. He edited a series of fifty volumes, published between 1879 
and 1910, under the title The Sacred Books of the East’. The name of 
the series is telling, because Muller believed that the holy book was a 
superior vehicle for conveying religious truths. Religions without a book 
were, by the same token, less worthy than those he called ‘book-reli¬ 
gions’. A quotation readily reveals Muller’s feelings in this respect: 

But how few are the religions which possess a sacred canon, how small 
is the aristocracy of real book-religions in the history of the world ! 1 

Muller’s protestant background is hardly hidden in this judgment. Com¬ 
ing from a tradition which regarded the word as the prime means of 
communicating religious truth, Muller applied the protestant view as 
though it were a general principle of religious studies. 

1 F. Max Muller, Introduction to the Science of Religion. Four lectures delivered at the 
Royal Institution with two esssays on false analogies, and the philosophy of mythology 
(London, 1873), 103. 
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But what about the religions that did not belong to what Muller had 
called ‘the aristocracy of real book-religions’? Were they defined 
merely by what they lacked? Not really. Many authors of Muller’s time 
held on to a division of book religions versus ritualistic religions. In a 
study of the origins and the essence of book religion, Siegfried Morenz 
posits the contrast quite explicitly. Book religions, such as Christianity, 
are at the opposite of religions that revolve entirely around ritual, such 
as most of the pre-Christian religions. 2 This distinction, however, cannot 
be reconciled with that obtaining between religions practised by literate 
and pre-literate civilizations. It is quite possible for a religion to have 
had a written tradition, without for that reason being a book religion; so 
long as the writings were nothing more than a manual for priests in the 
performance of their rituals, the religion in question is not entitled to 
enter the league of top religions. This unabashed inimity against ritual 
religions (or Kultreligionen , to use the German term) has been the long¬ 
standing complement of the professed esteem for book religions. 3 

But what is so wrong about ritual and so right about books? Ritual, in 
the opinion of many religious scholars until about the 1960s, was an out¬ 
ward act of religious faith which penetrated no further than the surface 
of the human mind. It could be performed mechanically, leaving the 
spirit cold and unaffected. The holy book, on the other hand, could not 
be appropriated but by a conscious effort of the mind; it thus engaged, 
perforce, the core of the human person. Ritual religion and book religion 
were both associated with particular human organs; the ritual, for 
instance, addressed the eyes, whilst the book was there to be read aloud 
for the ears to hear. 4 Ritual religions are religions of the visible, in that 


2 S. Morenz, Entstehung und Wesen der Buchreligion, TLZ 75 (1950), 710-716, repub¬ 
lished in Religion und Geschichte des alten Agypten: Gesammelte Aufsdtze (ed. E. Blu- 
menthal & S. Herrmann; Koln/Wien, 1975), 383-394. See also, by the same author, 
Gott und Mensch im alten Agypten (Leipzig, 19842), 21-26. 

3 See, e.g., K. Goldammer, Die Formenwelt des Religidsen: Grundriss der systema- 
tischen Religionswissenschaft (Stuttgart, 1960), 260; S. Herrmann, Kultreligion und 
Buchreligion: kultische Funktionen in Israel und Agypten, Das feme und das nahe 
Wort: Festschrift Leonard Rost (BZAW 105; ed. F. Maass; Berlin, 1967), 95-105; 
K. A. H. Hidding, Sehen und Horen, Liber Amicorum: Studies in Honour of Professor 
Dr. C. J. Bleeker (Leiden, 1969) 69-79, esp. 78; M. Meslin, La Bible est-elle un livre 
a part?, Le christianisme est-il une religion du livre? Actes du Colloque organise par 
la Faculte de Theologie Protestante de Strasbourg (Strasbourg, 1984), 131-143, 
esp. 135. 

4 Cf. C. J. Bleeker, L’oeil et l’oreille: leur signification religieuse, The Sacred Bridge: 
Researches into the Nature and Structure of Religion (Leiden, 1963), 52-71; Hidding, 
Sehen und Horen (see previous note). 
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they offer images for the contemplation of their believers. Book reli¬ 
gions, on the other hand, offer words that are vehicles for concepts. And 
because concepts are harder to grasp than images, the religions of the 
visible were to be regarded as representing a lower stage in the develop¬ 
ment of the human race, than the book religions. The ranking order coin¬ 
cides therefore with the order of development: while the uncivilised 
nations worshipped images, developed people listened to the holy word. 

In 1968, a British historian of religion could still write that 

... long before the conception of a Holy Book, a ‘Holy Ikon’ existed. In 
other words, long before men believed that deity could reveal itself in 
writing, they believed that the form of deity could be revealed in linear or 
plastic art . 5 

This view of the religious image, as though it were a relic from the 
infancy of the human race, to be spumed by the educated man, has had 
a tenacious life, and it has still not completely disappeared. Although 
few today would put it as bluntly as the author just quoted, the idea that 
religions with images are somehow more crude and backward than those 
without them, taints the whole debate on aniconism. 

To purify the discussion from the often unavowed value judgments, it 
is hardly enough to simply denounce them. It seems more useful to spell 
out some of the implicit misconceptions that inform the debate. By high¬ 
lighting the functional analogy between the image in Babylonian reli¬ 
gion and the Torah in late Israelite religion or early Judaism, I wish to 
challenge the idea according to which the religious image addresses only 
the senses, whereas the written word addresses the human mind. Images, 
for one, are not just objects to look at, but are also carriers of informa¬ 
tion to be processed by the mind. Books, on the other hand, tend to be 
treated as images; the canon is an icon. Both the sacred image and the 
holy book cater to the human need for the absolute, a refraction from the 
other world. As a symbol, the informatory value of either the icon or the 
canon is made subservient to its value as a sacred object. 


3. The Babylonian Cult of Images 

To demonstrate the point, let us look first at the role of the image in 
Babylonian civilization. The biblical perception, according to which 

5 S. G. F. Brandon, The Holy Book, the Holy Tradition and the Holy Ikon, Holy Book 
and Holy Tradition. International Colloquium held in the Faculty of Theology, Univer¬ 
sity of Manchester (ed. F. F. Bruce & E. G. Rupp; Manchester, 1968), 7. 
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images of the gods were at the heart of Mesopotamian religion, is con¬ 
firmed by the cuneiform texts. 6 Both official cult and private devotion 
were centred around images. In Babylonian religion, each city had its 
own god. Comparable to a human ruler, the god resided in his ‘house’ 
ibltu) or ‘palace’ ( ekallu ) within the city walls. The presence of the god 
was manifested in the shape of an anthropomorphic statue. Made of 
wood and covered with precious metal, the image was placed in the 
recesses of the temple, in a spot where the glaring daylight and the 
noises of the outside world could hardly penetrate. There, in the 
secrecy of his private quarters, the god enjoyed all the trappings of a 
daily cult. 

Apart from the priests serving in the temple, ordinary people were not 
allowed to behold their god. Only on religious high-days did the god 
show himself to them. The best-known example of such a theophany 
was staged in the setting of the Babylonian New Year festival, cele¬ 
brated in Spring and Autumn. The extant rituals prescribed a religious 
procession for the eighth day of the first and the seventh months. The 
god, i.e., his image, was led by the king out of his temple and taken to a 
special chapel out of town. The procession was the culminating point of 
the festivities. Gathered along the processional route, the inhabitants of 
the city were able to see their god face to face. To demonstrate their 
devotion to the deity, they tried to touch and kiss the feet of the image, 
hoping that the physical contact would induce the god to heal their ill- 
nessess, drive away their demons, and bring them prosperity for the year 
to come. 7 Such intimacy with the god was possible only once or twice a 
year; the very infrequency of a visual contact with the god heightened, 
of course, the impact of the event. 

Whereas the divine image in the city temple played a crucial role in 
the official cult, less costly replicas figured prominently in the private 

6 See, amongst a wealth of literature, in alphabetical order: E. M. Curtis, Images in 
Mesopotamia and the Bible: A Comparative Study, The Bible in the Light of 
Cuneiform Literature (ed. W. W. Hallo et al.\ Leiston, Queenston, Lampeter, 1990), 
31-56; M. Dietrich, Das Kultbild in Mesopotamien, ‘Jahwe und seine Aschera’: 
Anthropomorphes Kultbild in Mesopotamien, Ugarit und Israel (ed. M. Dietrich & 
O. Loretz; Munster, 1992), 7-38; T. Jacobsen, The Graven Image, Ancient Israelite 
Religion (P. D. Miller et al.\ Philadelphia, 1987), 15-32; E. Matsushima, Divine 
Statues in Mesopotamia, Official Cult and Popular Religion in the Ancient Near East 
(ed. E. Matsushima, Heidelberg, 1993), 209-219; J. Renger, Kultbild, RLA 6 (1983), 
314-319; A. Spycket, Les statues de culte dans les textes mesopotamiens (Paris, 
1968). 

7 For these gestures of adoration see M. I. Gruber, Aspects of Nonverbal Communication 
in the Ancient Near East (Rome, 1980), 257-291. 
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devotion of ordinary citizens. 8 Terracotta figurines have been found in 
substantial numbers in domestic contexts. 9 They presumably served as 
‘icons’ of sorts. 10 They had functions comparable to those of the clay 
models of sacred architecture also found in Mesopotamian (and Syrian) 
houses. 11 Replicas of cult images, as well as miniature shrines, kept the 
memory of the real images and the real shrines alive, and kindled the 
devotion of those who possessed them. The cult of the divine image in 
the city temples was imitated, and continued on a smaller scale, as it 
were, in the houses of ordinary citizens. Shrines and wayside chapels 
that were freely accessible to the public in the various quarters of the 
city also housed images of the gods, so that in the daily life of ordinary 
people, divine images played a central role. 

Although the images were silent, they nonetheless had their own way 
of speaking. To give an idea of the manner in which they could commu¬ 
nicate, some lines from a large omen compendium known as Summa alu 
may be given in translation. They ponder on the aspect of the face of 
Marduk as his image leaves the temple in Babylon on the occasion of 
the New Year festival. 

When Marduk, leaving the Esagila temple at the beginning of the year, 
has an open mouth: 

Enlil will raise his voice in anger against the land. 

When Marduk has his eyes closed: the inhabitants of the land will expe¬ 
rience unhappiness. 

When Marduk has a sombre face: famine will take hold of the countries. 
When Marduk has a face that shines: Enlil will make the land shine for¬ 
ever . 12 

The last oracle reveals the underlying logic of this area of divination: 
every departure from the normal condition of the divine image abodes 


8 A. L. Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilization (Chicago/ 
London, 1964), 184. For an interpretation of female figurines as replicas of cult images 
see also M.-T. Barrelet, Figurines et reliefs en terre cuite de la Mesopotamie antique, 
I: Potiers, termes de metier, procedes de fabrication et de production (Paris, 1968), 
233. 

9 See, e.g., E. Douglas van Buren, Clay Figurines of Babylonia and Assyria (YOSR 16; 
New Haven/Oxford, 1930), esp. 2, 70; M.-T. Barrelet, Figurines et reliefs en terre 
cuite de la Mesopotamie antique, I: Potiers, termes de metier, procedes de fabrication 
et de production (Paris, 1968), esp. 164-169, 233-276; E. Klengel-Brandt, Die Ter- 
rakotten aus Assur im Vorderasiatischen Museum Berlin (Berlin, 1978), passim. 

10 I. M. Diakonoff, Women in Old Babylonia Not Under Patriarchal Authority, JESHO 
29 (1986), 225-238, esp. 232. 

11 For examples see R. Hachmann, Rapport preliminaire, BMB 30 (1978), figs.28, 29, 32, 
33, 35; H. Seeden, A Small Clay Shrine in the AUB Museum, Berytus 27 (1979), 7-25. 

12 B. Pongratz-Leisten, Ina sulmi irub (BaF 16; Mainz, 1994), 258. 
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evil. The god must shine: his splendour, manifested in a layer of pol¬ 
ished metal, will reflect on the entire country. By regular maintenance of 
the image, the priests could secure the proper omen. 

The oracles drawn from the divine image could lead one to believe 
that it served primarily as a means of communication and this may 
indeed have been its original purpose. Theoretically, god and image are 
not one. The image represented the god, and the attributes of the image 
said something about the god. In the actual cult, however, the distinction 
between god and image tended to blur. The texts always speak of Mar- 
duk leaving the temple, without specifying that what they meant was his 
image. It is true that gods could withdraw from their images, but that 
was rarely assumed to have happened. One of the myths pertaining to 
that possibility, implies that there was a very simple means of confirm¬ 
ing whether the god was still in the image: i.e. when the image was 
without its traditional crown the god was somewhere else. 13 Since the 
priests took great care to ensure that the image’s attire was kept intact, 
god and image were practically coterminous in the normal situation. The 
image was seen as the embodiment of the divine; it was the only point 
at which the god could be reached. Modifying Cyprian’s famous dictum 
salus extra ecclesiam non est, one might reasonably say that, for the 
Babylonian, deus extra effigiem non est. 

Since the image was considered to be a manifestation of the sacred, its 
conception could not be attributed to humans. In the final analysis, the 
image had to be axeipoitoihtos, i.e. ‘not made by human hand’, to bor¬ 
row a much-used epithet of a later period. To reconcile the mythology of 
a heavenly origin of the image with the fact of its human production, the 
fabrication of the image was protected by measures of great secrecy. A 
fine illustration of the feelings elicited by the divine icons is found in the 
inscriptions of Esarhaddon. The king addresses a prayer to Ashur and 
Marduk, asking them to assist in the production of new images. 

With whom, o Great Gods, do you order me to fashion gods and god¬ 
desses in an inaccessibe place, a most difficult work, the work of renova¬ 
tion (sipir tedisti )? With (the help of) deaf and blind humans who ignore 
their own nature and whose future is undecided? The creation of gods 
and goddesses is your business. You alone are able to make yourselves a 
dwelling place for your august divinity. May everything that is in your 
heart be executed in accordance with your word that does not change. 
The expert craftsmen whom you have appointed for this work - endow 


13 Err a and Isum I 143 and IIIc 46. See the observations by W. G. Lambert, Review of 
Gossmann’s Das Era-Epos , in AfO 18 (1958), 395-401, esp. 398-400. 
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them with a superb intelligence, comparable to the god Ea, their creator. 
Teach them skills ! 14 May they, at your lofty command, make all their 
handiwork succeed through the craft of Nissiku (= Ea ). 15 

The text continues with a description of the oracular enquiry about the 
craftsmen (mare ummani) who will be the ‘performers of the work’ (epis 
sipri). These people had to be, as the text says, ‘initiated into the secret’ 
(mude piristi). 

The notion of a secret lore enjoyed a definite popularity in Neo-Assyr¬ 
ian times. 16 Religious traditions, old and new, were presented as the 
privileged knowledge of the scholars, revealed in antiquity and passed 
on since then. Here the notion is applied to the outward appearance of 
the gods. According to the ideas of the time, it was essential that each 
cultic representation of a god corresponded in detail to the first image of 
the deity; each new image had to be a ‘renewal’ (tedistu) of the original, 
reproducing the canonized version that could not be altered. Knowledge 
of the form of the deity was a secret known only within the inner sanc¬ 
tum of the scholars. 

The Babylonian theology of the divine image finds a remarkable illus¬ 
tration in an inscription by King Nabu-apla-iddina (c. 900 BC) concern¬ 
ing the temple of the sun-god in Sippar. 17 Years ago, so the king writes, 
the image of the sun-god had been captured by enemy forces, as a result 
of which the cult of the god had fallen into abeyance. 18 One of the pre¬ 
decessors of Nabu-apla-iddina had made enquiries (sa’alu) concerning 
the ‘form’ or ‘outward appearance’ (siknu) of the god, but the sun-god 
had not shown his face to him (pdnlsu la iddinsu ), which means that he 
had found neither the lost image of the god nor its insignia. 19 Under the 
reign of Nabu-apla-iddina, however, the god relented and turned his 
favour to his worshippers. On the west bank of the Euphrates, a priest 
chanced upon a clay model ( usurtu ) of the image of the god, with 
insignia and all. When the king learned about the discovery, he gave 
orders for an image of the god to be made in the likeness of the miracu¬ 
lously recovered model. The story legitimizes the new image by pre¬ 
senting it as the exact copy of the original. Each valid image is supposed 


14 Read k-GAL-u-tu su-hi-za ka-ras-su-un with CAD L 162b. 

15 R. Borger, Die Inschriften Asarhaddons (AfO Beih. 9; Graz, 1956), 82:14-20. 

16 See the article ‘Geheimwissen’ by R. Borger in RLA 3 (1971), 188-191. 

17 See L. W. King, Babylonian Boundary-Stones and Memorial Tablets in the British 
Museum (London, 1912), no. 36. 

18 King, Boundary-Stones , no. 36 i 8-12. 

19 King, Boundary-Stones, no. 36 i 13-17. 
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to have a canonical prototype of divine origin: revealed long ago (ina 
umi ulluti kullumu), 2 ® in the days before the Flood, its model was the 
subject of a secret tradition (piristu ). 

The Babylonian cult images have given rise to a mythology about 
the craftsmen who made the original images, and the materials they 
used for their creation. We do not possess one coherent myth about the 
origin of the images, but fragments and allusions are found in a variety 
of texts. One episode occurs in the myth of Erra and Isum. As Erra, the 
god of pestilence, seeks to take command of Babylon, he suggests that 
Marduk leave his temple in order to have his statue refurbished. Mar- 
duk observes that a god would have to leave this world altogether to 
have his statue repaired, because the craftsmen who made the first 
statue had now, for good, found their final resting place in subterranean 
waters. 

I sent those craftsmen down to the subterranean waters, 
and I ordered them not to come up. 

I changed the location of the mesu -tree and of the elmesu- stone, 
and did not reveal it to anyone. 

Now then, warrior Erra, as concerns that deed 
you said you would do, 

Where is the mesu- tree, the flesh of the gods, 
the proper material for the King of the Universe? 

The sacred tree, splendid stripling, fit for his lordship, 

Whose roots reach down into the vast ocean, 

through a hundred miles of water, to the depth of the underworld, 

And whose topknot above brushes the heaven of Anu. 

Where is the pure gemstone which I put aside [for my image?] 

Where is Ninildu, great carpenter of my supreme divinity (...) 

Where is Gushkinbanda, fashioner of god and man, 
whose hands are pure? 

Where is Ninagal, who carries the hammer and anvil, 

Who chews hard copper like hide, and manufactures tools? 

Where are the precious stones, produce of the vast ocean, 
fitting ornaments for crowns? 

Where are the Seven Sages of the subterranean waters, the holy carp, 
who are perfect in lofty wisdom like Ea, their lord, 
who can cleanse my person ? 21 


20 Cf. ‘the image of Sin ... of which the traits had been revealed in times long past’, 
salam d Sin ... sa ina iimi ulluti kullumu bunnannesu , S. Langdon, Die neubabylo- 
nischen Konigsinschriften (VAB 4; Leipzig, 1912), 286 x 35.43-45, cf. CAD B 
318b. 

21 L. Cagni, L’Epopea di Erra (Rome, 1969), tablet I, lines 147-163. For translations see 
S. Dailey, Myths from Mesopotamia (Oxford, 1989), 292-292; B. Foster, Before the 
Muses , II (Bethesda, Md, 1993), 779-780. 
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This litany of rhetorical questions plays upon a central theme of 
Mesopotamian mythology: the times from before the Flood have gone 
forever. The foundations of civilisation, including religion, go back to 
this magical era. Since then, nothing essential has been added. It is 
impossible to turn back the hand of the clock; one’s only hope is to pro¬ 
tect the inheritance from the past against decay and deformation. 

The ideal of a perpetuated past, according to which the divine images 
of today are the same as those in the beginning, takes on the form of a 
constant renewal. The eternity of the gods, according to Mesopotamian 
conceptions, consisted in their self-renewal. 22 Since their images became 
lacklustre and perished in the end, they too had to be renewed. That is 
why Esarhaddon, speaking of the production of divine images, used the 
word tedistu , renewal. The truth is that the images in question did not 
exist before; they were made, not renewed. To simply admit this would 
not do; the fiction that the images were coterminous with their antedilu¬ 
vian originals had to be sustained and safeguarded. Any innovation 
would be a deterioration. Yet the professed horror of novelty did not 
mean that there was no evolution in the forms as such; style and taste 
were not impervious to change. But the image, like the god it repre¬ 
sented, always remained the same officially. The public would not have 
accepted it otherwise. There is a story about Nabonidus who wanted to 
make a new crown for the statue of the sun-god, larger and more impos¬ 
ing than any of the crowns made by previous kings, but when he 
inquired about the feelings of the inhabitants of Sippar and Babylon, 
they made it clear that the crown had to be made ‘exactly like the old 
one’ (klma labirimma) 23 The renewal was conceived of as a return to 
the state of origin. 

Although the image was a divine creation, the Babylonians did not 
deny that it was a human product as well. How then did they resolve the 
resulting contradiction? They did so by means of the so-called mouth¬ 
washing ritual (mis pi), by which a cult image consisting of a piece of 
wood covered with precious metal was divested of its human origins. 24 
The ritual was performed when the craftsmen had completed their work 

22 Cf. K. van der Toom, God (I), DDD (1995), 681. 

23 Langdon, Neubabylonischen Konigsinschriften, 264 i 41-ii 1. 

24 For this ritual see A. Berlejung, Die Theologie der Bilder. Das Kultbild in 
Mesopotamien und die alttestamentliche Bilderpolemik unter besonderer Beriicksichti- 
gung der Herstellung und Einweitung der Statuen (unpub. thesis; Heidelberg, 1996; to 
appear in the series OBO); eadem, Washing the Mouth: The Consecration of Divine 
Images in Mesopotamia, in the present volume, with references to other relevant liter¬ 
ature. 
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on the image. On the second day of the ritual, the priest bound the crafts¬ 
men’s hands and, in a symbolic act, cut them off with a sword of 
tamarisk wood. The goldsmith, the last to have worked on the statue, 
then declared: ‘In truth, the god Gushkinbanda, patron of goldsmiths, 
has made him; I did not make him.’ The other craftsmen made similar 
statements, asserting that they had had no part in the production of the 
image: it was the work of the gods themselves. The ritual abolished all 
traces of the earthly origins of the statue: it was the product of heaven. 


4. The Torah as the Icon of Israel 

The passage from Mesopotamia to Israel might constitute quite a leap 
for those who consider that the Israelite cult was aniconic from the very 
beginning. A closer inspection of the evidence, however, shows that the 
cult of images had long been the rule in Israel; in this respect, Israelite 
religion in the First Temple period was not very different from its con¬ 
temporary Babylonian counterpart. 25 

There is positive evidence in the Bible of the worship of theriomor- 
phic images, such as Nehushtan (2 Kgs 18:4) 26 and the ‘calf’ of Bethel, 
the latter representing Yahweh. 27 The existence of images of Yahweh 
becomes probable, furthermore, by the connection between Yahweh and 
Asherah, known from Khirbet el-Qom and Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. 28 Since an 
image of Asherah was present in the temple of Jerusalem (1 Kgs 15:14; 
2 Kgs 21:7; 2 Kgs 23:6), there is every reason to suspect that her con¬ 
sort also was represented by an image. The Judahite polemics against the 


25 Cf. the contributions by H. Niehr and Ch. Uehlinger to this volume. 

26 On the cult of the bronze serpent see K. R. Joines, The Bronze Serpent in the Israelite 
Cult, JBL 87 (1968), 245-256. 

27 The interpretation of the tauromorphic image as a divine seat, Yahweh himself remain¬ 
ing invisible, is invalidated by the presentation formula in 1 Kgs 12:28, as well as by 
the account of the bull image at the temple of Dan, since the latter is alleged to be iden¬ 
tical with the ‘metal-covered wooden image’ (pesel umasseka ) of Yahweh which 
Micah from Ephraim once had in his shrine (Judg 17-18), pace, e.g., T. Mettinger, The 
Veto on Images and the aniconic God in Ancient Israel, Religious symbols and their 
functions (ed. H. Biezais; Stockholm, 1979), 15-29, esp. 21-22. On the role of bull 
images in the Israelite cult see J. Hahn, Das ‘Goldene Kalb ’ - Die Jahwe-Verehrung 
bei Stierbildern in der Geschichte Israels (unpub. dissertation summarized in TLZ 106 
[1980], 700-701). For an interesting suggestion of a reference to the bull-cult in Psalm 
22 see G. Coats, The Golden Calf in Psalm 22, Horizons in Biblical Theology 9 (1987), 
1 - 12 . 

28 See, e.g., G. I. Davies et al.. Ancient Hebrew Inscriptions (Cambridge, 1991), 80-88; 
106 no. 25.003 (with references to further lit.). 
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bull cult in Bethel may have been inspired, not by iconoclastic senti¬ 
ments, but by an aversion to a theriomorphic representation of the 
deity. 29 There are also the references, of course, to the teraphim and the 
domestic ‘gods’ near the doors of the houses of the Israelites. Both in the 
official cult and in the popular religion, then, divine images held a con¬ 
siderable place - a fact corroborated by the archaeological evidence. 

The reason why the religion of the Israelites is often thought to have 
been aniconic from the beginning has to do with the profound transfor¬ 
mation it underwent between the 6th and the 5th centuries BCE. The 
change was so incisive that it led to a totally different perception of the 
past. The collective memory was struck by a kind of amnesia, as a result 
of which the once flourishing worship of images was now remembered 
as a foreign intrusion into the religion of the fathers. The authors respon¬ 
sible for the metamorphosis of Israelite religion are the Deuteronomists 
- thus named by modem scholars after the Book of Deuteronomy. Pre¬ 
sented as Moses’ spiritual testament, the Book of Deuteronomy is in 
reality the programme of a reform movement, rooted in Ephraim, but 
active in Judah. After the Fall of Samaria (721 BCE), many refugees 
from the North settled in and around Jerusalem and the core of the 
Deuteronomic movement was to be found in their circles. 30 In a coalition 
with sections of the Jerusalem priesthood, they propagated a double 
ideal: the centralisation of the cult in Jerusalem (Deut 12) and the sup¬ 
pression of the cult of images (Deut 4:16-18, 23, 25; 7:25-26). Accord¬ 
ing to the Deuteronomic vision, the existence of a multitude of local 
sanctuaries was incompatible with the uniqueness of Yahweh; God 
could not be refracted over different places. All visual representations of 
God, moreover, were condemned as illegitimate. 

The Deuteronomic iconoclasm was intimately linked with the promo¬ 
tion of the Book of the Law (,seper ha-Torah ) as the charter of the 


29 The tension between the theriomorphic vision and the anthropomorphic vision may be 
present in the confrontation between Zedekiah ben Chenaanah and Micaiah ben Imlah 
recorded in 1 Kings 22. Zedekiah uttered his prophecy while holding horns of iron and 
saying: Thus says the Yahweh: with these you shall push the Syrians until they are 
destroyed’ (1 Kgs 22:11). Since it is Yahweh himself who does battle, according to the 
Israelite theology of warfare, Zedekiah is impersonating Yahweh as he makes himself 
the latter’s mouthpiece. The visualization of Yahweh as a bull is fitting from a north¬ 
ern perspective. Micaiah ben Imlah, on the other hand, sees ‘Yahweh sitting on his 
throne, and all the hosts of heaven standing beside him on his right hand and on his 
left’ (1 Kgs 22:19). This vision is in keeping with the vision of Yahweh as southern 
texts, such as Isa 6:1-3, have recorded it. 

30 See K. van der Toom, Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria, and Israel (Leiden, 1996), 
352-362. 
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reformed religion of Israel. The Torah was to provide the Israelites with 
a new identity: from now on they would be the people of the Torah. 31 
The ban on images and the emphasis on the Torah are complementary: 
the Torah was to take the place of the image. There was no room for 
domestic idols in the Deuteronomic vision: whereas Exod 21:6 men¬ 
tions the presence of household gods, Deut 15:17 rephrases the same 
law in such a way as to make these gods disappear entirely from the pro¬ 
ceedings. The void left by the cult images was filled by the written 
word: upon their doorposts and their gates, where images had formerly 
been placed, the Israelites would henceforth write portions of the Torah 
(Deut 11:20). The role of the image as an amulet attached to the body 
was replaced by the tephillin, i.e. cubical receptacles containing certain 
biblical passages. The practice goes back to Deut 11:18, according to 
which the words of the Torah were to be bound as a sign upon the hand 
and as a frontlet between the eyes. 

The most striking instance of the Torah being substituted for the 
icon of the deity, is the Deuteronomic reinterpretation of the ark. 
According to Deuteronomy 10:1-5, Moses had to put the tablets of 
God’s law in the ark. The Israeli scholar Moshe Weinfeld interprets 
this passage as a degradation of the religious significance of the ark, 
saying that ‘the holiest vessel of the Israelite cult performs, in the 
Deuteronomic view, nothing more than an educational function: it 
houses the tablets upon which the words of God are engraved ...\ 32 It 
is tempting to reverse Weinfeld’s line of reasoning, in that it is evident 
from a number of biblical passages that the ark was to the Israelites 
what the divine statues were to the nations. 33 Whereas the Philistines 
carried their ‘idols’ when they marched out to the battle-field (2 Sam 
5:21), the Israelites carried the ark (1 Sam 4:1-11). Having been cap¬ 
tured, the ark was placed in the temple of Ashdod next to the image of 
Dagon (1 Sam 5:2-4). 34 Yahweh and ark are not coterminous (cf. 1 
Sam 3:2-18; 4:5-11); neither are the divinity and its image in the 


31 The role of the canon in providing an identity to the community of its readers has been 
particularly emphasized in the work of James A. Sanders, see his Torah and Canon 
(Philadelphia, 1972); Canon and Community (Philadelphia, 1984); and From Sacred 
Story to Sacred Text (Philadelphia, 1987). 

32 M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11 (New York, 1991), 39 (which reproduces Weinfeld, 
Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School [Oxford, 1972], 208). 

33 P. D. Miller, Jr. & J. J. M. Roberts, The Hand of the Lord: A Reassessment of the ‘Ark 
Narrative ’ of 1 Samuel (Baltimore/London, 1977), esp. 9-17. 

34 See M. Delcor, Jahweh et Dagon ou le Jahwisme face a la religion des Philistins, 
d’apres 1 Sam. V, VT 14 (1964), 136-154. 
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world surrounding Israel. 35 Like the divine image in other Near East¬ 
ern civilizations, the ark served as the focal point of the divine pres¬ 
ence. The most plausible explanation for this phenomenon, in my 
view, is that the ark contained an image or a material symbol of Yah- 
weh. When it became a shrine for the revealed Word of God, its new 
function did not diminish its holiness; the written law had, in effect, 
taken the place of the image. 

Although the substitution of the book for the image has had a tremen¬ 
dous effect upon the nature of Jewish religion, the consequences of the 
Deuteronomic revolution should not blind us to the even more funda¬ 
mental similarities which exist between the cult of images and the ven¬ 
eration of the Book. The Deuteronomists were ultimately quite success¬ 
ful in carrying out their programme in precise detail, because the sacred 
image and the holy book served the same function: they were each an 
embodiment of the sacred, and both were perceived as incarnations of 
God. Like the icon, the Book is both a medium and an object; as a 
medium, it refers the reader to a reality beyond itself, whilst as an object, 
it is sacred in itself. Presented as a divine revelation, the cult symbol, be 
it an image or a book, tends to be perceived as being consubstantial with 
God. That is why the correct comprehension of the message of a holy 
Book is not a prerequisite for believing in it. The cynic might even argue 
that true comprehension of the book could only be detrimental to its 
unconditional veneration. 

The functional analogy between the Icon and the Book entails several 
analogies of the way believers approach and use these symbols. Becaue 
of its intimate link with God, the Book of the Law is holy. The holiness 
of the Torah is such that it ‘makes the hands impure’, according to a 
stereotyped expression (m. Kelim 15,6). The impurity is not caused by 
contagion; it is the effect of a juxtaposition of the profane (the human 
being) and the sacred (the word of God). The contact between the two 
changes a relative purity into an impurity. The hands must be washed 
after every contact, and it is forbidden to touch the parchment on which 
the Torah is written ( b . Shab. 14a = b. Meg. 32a). That is why the Torah 
scroll is wrapped in cloth as it is being read, and the lector follows the 
text not with his hand but with a hand-shaped stick. Such reverence of 

35 On the theology of the divine image among Israel’s neighbours see, in addition to the 
literature mentioned in n. 6, J. Assmann, Agypten: Theologie und Frommigkeit einer 
friihen Hochkultur (Stuttgart, 1984), 50-58; Id., Semiosis and Interpretation in Ancient 
Egyptian Ritual, Interpretation in Religion (ed. S. Biderman & B. A. Scharf; Leiden, 
1992), 87-109. 
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the Torah follows from the divine nature attributed to it; it possesses a 
holiness comparable to the holiness of a divine image - anyone touching 
it was exposed to danger. 36 

Being the embodiment of God’s Word, the Torah is the object of a 
devotion that has its closest parallel in the cult of the divine image. The 
liturgy of the synagogue offers a striking instance of the cultic venera¬ 
tion of the Torah. At the appointed moment, all those present rise to 
demonstrate their respect for the Book. The rabbi goes to the chest con¬ 
taining the Torah (the tebah ), opens its doors and takes out the sacred 
scroll. He then carries it in procession among the faithful. As the scroll 
passes them, the worshippers lean forward and touch it with their tal- 
liths , with which they have first touched their lips. The reading is pre¬ 
ceded by the elevation of the scroll (the hagbahah ): the rabbi raises the 
Torah for all the congregation to see. 37 After the reading and the exposi¬ 
tion, the scroll is put back in the tebah, and the doors are closed. The 
analogy with the procession of the divine statue, brought out from its 
shrine and shown to the faithful, is striking to say the least. The congre¬ 
gation pays homage to the Torah as it would to an Icon. 38 

Other customs confirm the functional analogy between the Image and 
the Book. I limit myself to four other examples. 

(1) In a religion of images, such as the Babylonian, believers took an 
oath by touching a statue or a symbol of their god. In a book religion, 
such as Judaism, people make their solemn oath upon the holy Book: 
the physical contact with the sacred object exposes the juror to divine 
punishment should he not speak the truth. 

(2) The Babylonian army never embarked on its military pursuits 
without its divine statues, which were carried in front of the troops to 
show the soldiers that it was the gods who were really leading them into 
battle. 39 For the Jews, it is the sacred Book that accompanies their 


36 Cf. the story of Uzzah, who died for having touched the ark (2 Sam 6:6-7). 

37 The hagbahah precedes the reading among the Sephardi Jews, whereas it follows the 
reading among the Ashkenazi. 

38 According to a legend transmitted in the Letter of Aristeas (§ 177), the king who had 
ordered the Septuagint translation hailed the sacred book with a sevenfold genuflexion. 
To him, as to many others, the book represented God. 

39 The Old Babylonian Mari archives have made it clear that the literary topos about the 
gods marching in front of the army (D. Charpin et al., AEM , Vol. 1/2 [ARM 26; Paris, 
1988], no. 385:16’-17’; the topos is especially frequent in later Assyrian texts, see e.g. 
E. Weidner, Die Inschriften Tukulti-Ninurtas I. und seiner Nachfolger [AfO Beiheft 
12; first published in 1959; Reprint Osnabruck, 1970], 12:48-53) is a reflection of the 
fact that images of certain gods were taken along by the military (D. Charpin & J.-M. 
Durand, La prise du pouvoir par Zimri-Lim, MARI 4 [1985], 293-342, esp. 317 
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armies. The Mishnah says that the king, in his capacity as chief of the 
military, has to bring along a copy of the Torah (Sank. 2:4). On this 
occasion, the book is not used as a source of information but as a sym¬ 
bol of God’s presence. 

(3) A third point of comparison concerns the transportation of a new 
Torah scroll from the workshop of the scribe to its permanent home. The 
book is carried in procession through the streets and protected from the sun 
by a canopy, it is hailed by the crowds with song and dance. Such mani¬ 
festations of devotion have their closest analogy in the enthusiasm triggered 
by the procession of the statue of the god, from and to the temple. 

(4) Another similarity concerns the fate of a scroll at the end of its 
use: it is not destroyed but buried, as people in former times buried their 
irreparable cult statues. 40 

The various analogies that have just been commented upon, follow 
from the fact that the sacred Book (i.e. the Torah, in the case under con¬ 
sideration) is viewed by believers as a manifestation of God, whereby it 
is credited with a divine nature. The veneration of the Torah as a divine 
symbol has given rise to a mythology that strongly resembles the 
Mesopotamian mythology of the cult statues. The primary aim of this 
mythology is to conceal the human and rather recent origin of the Torah; 
in view of its nature, the holy Book must have come from another and 
older world, far superior to theirs. The biblical story of the discovery of 
the Book of the Torah by the priest Hilkiah is the first step towards the 
doctrine of the other-worldliness of the Torah (2 Kgs 22). The Deuteron- 
omistic narrative does not say that the book was written by God, but, by 
bringing its origin down to the time of Moses, the legend presents a late 
composition as the inheritance of a venerable past. The attribution of the 
Torah to Moses is based on the same principle: the period of Moses, 
located in a mythological past, is presented as the era of revelation. In 
this respect, it resembles the antediluvial era which the Babylonians 
regarded as the Golden Age of images. It is telling that a Babylonian 
king applies the topos of the chance discovery to an image, and the 
Deuteronomists to a book. 

Even though Moses may have been an extraordinary human being, he 
was no god. As long as he is presented as the ultimate author of the 

n. 107:18 and cf. n. 108). These gods were consulted before the attack (D. Charpin, 

AEM , Vol. 1/2 [ARM 26; Paris, 1988], 147-148), and the victory was attributed to 

their help, and more especially to their ‘word’ (J.-M. Durand, AEM 1/1 = ARM 26; 

Paris, 1988], 186). 

40 See, e.g., Gen 35:4, to be compared with Josh 24:23-26. 
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Torah, the latter remains a human document. However, if the Torah is an 
embodiment of God, its origin must be in heaven. Indeed, in the offical 
doctrine of later Judaism, the rabbis teach that the Torah is ‘from 
heaven’ (min ha-samayim, m . Sank. 10:1), heaven being a euphemism 
for God. The Talmud specifies that not one verse is from Moses; every¬ 
thing in the Torah, up to the smallest dot, is the work of God (b. Sank. 
99a). Moses was simply an intermediary: ‘the Holy One, blessed be He, 
dictated, Moses repeated, and Moses wrote’ (b. B. Bat. 15a). In the 
capacity of secretary, Moses can be likened to Baruch, the servant of 
Jeremiah who faithfully recorded his master’s words. Moses was not an 
author; he was the scribe who repeated the message spoken to him, and 
then put it down in writing. 

The concern to stress the very special nature of the Torah has led the 
religious authorities to maintain its pre-existence. According to a tradi¬ 
tion echoed in the New Testament, the Jews received the Torah through 
the intermediation of angels (Act 7:53; cf. Heb 2:2). The notion sug¬ 
gests that the Book of the Law existed in heaven before it was given to 
the Israelites. The notion of a heavenly pre-existence of the Torah is 
explicitly formulated in the Mishnah. Rabbi Aqiba puts the origin of the 
Torah before the origin of the cosmos and states that the Torah was the 
instrument by means of which the world was created. 41 The Midrash 
Rabbah to Genesis elaborates this phrase by comparing God the Creator 
to a craftsman. 

The current custom in this world is that a king of flesh and blood who 
builds a palace does not trust in his judgment but in that of a craftsman. 
Now the craftsman does not trust in his own judgment either, but he has 
parchments and tablets telling him how to make the rooms and entrances. 
It was thus with the Holy One, blessed be He: He consulted the Torah 
and (only then) created the world. 

Midrash Rabbah Gen. 1/1 

The image of God consulting the Torah occurs also in the Talmud. Nor¬ 
mally, God spends the first hours of the day studying the Torah; after¬ 
wards he administers justice, feeds the world, and ends the day playing 
with Leviathan (b. Ab.Zar. 3b). 


41 M. Aboth 3, 14 keli sebbo nibra’ ha‘dlam. Other rabbis say that the Torah was one of 
the first works of God: on the eve of the first Sabbath, God created writing ( hktb ), the 
slate-pencil ( hmktb ), and the tablets ( hlhwt ) to write down the Torah ( m . Aboth 5,6; cf. 
b. Pes. 54a). The Pesiqta de Rav Kahana makes God say: ‘The Torah was a creature 
in my presence when the world was not created yet, for two thousand years’ (B. Man- 
delbaum, Pesikta de Rav Kahana [New York, 1962], 222:16-17). 
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The notion of the pre-existence of the Torah can be connected with 
the speculations about the pre-existence of Wisdom. A central text, in 
this repect, is Proverbs 8:22, where the personified Wisdom, speaking in 
the first person, presents herself as the beginning of God’s creation, the 
first of his acts of old. In the early history of interpretation of this verse, 
the personified Wisdom has been identified with the Torah. The celebra¬ 
tion of the Law in the Book of Baruch leaves no doubt about the true 
nature of Wisdom: 

Who has found the place of Wisdom, 
and who has entered her storehouses? (...) 

Who has gone up into heaven, and taken her, 
and brought her down from the clouds? 

Who has gone over the sea, and found her, 
and will buy her for pure gold? 

No one knows the way to her, 
or is concerned about the path to her. 

But He who knows all things knows her, 

He found her by his understanding. (...) 

He found the whole way to knowledge, 

and gave her to Jacob his servant, and to Israel whom He loved. 
Afterward she appeared upon earth, 
and lived among men. 

She is the book of the commandments of God, 
and the law that endures for ever. 

All who hold her fast will live, 
and those who forsake her will die. 

Baruch 3:15, 29-32, 37-38; 4:1 (trans. RSV) 

The texts resounds with biblical echoes: the theme of the secret and 
inaccessible place of Wisdom occurs in Job 28 (cf. Sir 1:6), and the one 
about the flight to heaven and the voyage beyond the sea to find the Law 
comes from Deuteronomy 30:11-14 (cf. Sir 24:4). The originality of the 
hymn of Baruch consists in the combination of these themes. Wisdom is, 
to quote our text, another name for Sepher ha-Torah , the Book of the 
Law. 

The speculations about the nature and origin of the holy Book mirror 
the principal elements of the Babylonian mythology of the cult statues. 
Like the Torah, the icon has its origin in a distant era, preceding our 
usual chronology; its true origin is in heaven. Both the holy Book and 
the sacred Icon are shrouded in mystery. The form of the gods is a 
piristu , a secret, as the Babylonians say. The god had to reveal ( kullumu) 
his traits so that the craftsmen could fashion his image. Wisdom, identi¬ 
fied with the Torah, cannot be attained by ordinary mortals; its place is 
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unknown, so that God has to reveal her to humankind (Baruch 3:37). 
Both for the Icon and for the Torah it is fitting to speak of a revelation 
from heaven. The Torah came down from heaven; since no one was able 
to climb to heaven to bring down the Torah (Baruch 3:29), God himself 
had to give her to his people (Baruch 3:37). The ultimate home of the 
statue and the Torah remains in heaven, however: in the end, the image 
that we see, just as the Book that we read, are copies of the originals. 

The comparison between the mythology of the Icon and the mythol¬ 
ogy of the Torah brings out an analogy more fundamental than the dif¬ 
ference between an image and a book. Irrespective of the choice of the 
medium, the symbol of the sacred serves as the incarnation of an 
extraterrestrial secret. Although not purely arbitrary, the nature of the 
symbol is less important than the simple fact of its existence. Believers 
can only cope with the substitution of the statue by the book, if they are 
convinced that the Book, like the Icon, has come from a world beyond, 
superior to their own, and inaccessible to mortals. This explains why the 
mythologies surrounding the symbols of the sacred are far more similar 
to one another than the symbols which they legitimize. It would not be 
difficult to show that the same mythological themes were also applied in 
the theology of the Gospel of John to the divine Logos, and in Muslim 
theology to the Qur’an. 

One final question remains to be answered: why did the Deuterono- 
mists change the Statue for the Scroll? If the choice of a symbol of the 
sacred is not completely arbitrary, there must have been a reason for 
their substitution. The classic answer holds that the Deuteronomists 
belonged to a tradition which condemned all images of God as being 
inevitably inadequate. The God of Israel being invisible, any picture or 
statue would amount to blasphemy. True worship had to be worship in 
spirit. This answer may seem to be in line with the message of Deuteron¬ 
omy, but there is still room for doubt. It would be a serious mistake to 
try to explain the iconoclasm of the Deuteronomists in isolation from 
their programme of cult centralisation. The two aspects of the Deuteron- 
omistic reform resulted in a monopoly of religious power: the Jerusalem 
clergy had strengthened its position at the cost of the local priests. Sanc¬ 
tuaries outside Jerusalem were destroyed and abandoned, and in the 
absence of images cult practice declined. The temple in Jerusalem, with 
the cult of the Book of the Law, remained the only legitimate place of 
worship. 

It may seem strange that a book would be judged a symbol more apt 
to shore up a position of religious monopoly than an image. Could it not 


248 


KAREL VAN DER TOORN 


be argued that a book renders the secrets of religion acccessible to all 
who can read? There is quite a distance, however, between the culture of 
the written word in the days of Deuteronomy and the one obtaining in 
our own time. The printing press had not been invented. Images could be 
produced mechanically with the help of moulds, but the production and 
reproduction of books was a complex and costly matter. The profusion 
of images had brought about a vulgarisation of the sacred; the introduc¬ 
tion of a written text as a religious symbol restored the secret of the 
sacred to the specialists. Only the scribes were licenced to interpret the 
scriptures. And since much of the interpretation and supplementation 
was passed on in the form of an oral tradition, allegedly harking back to 
Moses himself, the Jerusalem clergy became a religious body possessing 
an exclusive knowledge. In the light of these effects, one wonders about 
the motives behind the Deuteronomic anti-iconism: was it really a desire 
to promote a loftier form of religion, or mainly a way of establishing a 
position of religious monopoly? 

If the motives of the Deuteronomists belong to the realm of specula¬ 
tion, the effects of their work have been nothing less than historical. The 
transformation of the religion of the Israelites was far-reaching, to the 
point where it must surely have been completely alien to a culture in 
which the cult of statues and images was the dominant form of religion. 
A closer study of the evidence reveals a structural similarity behind the 
evident differences. Both the Icon and the Book cater to the human need 
for the Absolute; they elicit similar responses, both in religious practice 
and in mythological imagination. 
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88 n. 84 
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183 n. 41 
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85 n. 71 
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183 n. 41 



34: 7 

183 n. 41 

I Maccabees 




1: 22 

88 n. 88 
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B. General Terms 


Abydos 26 
Adamma 141 
Ahab 227 

Akhenaten 21, 27 also n. 30, n. 32, 28, 29 
also n. 43, 30, 42, 211, 226 also n. 84 
Amama 21, 27, 29 also n. 40, 30, 42, 
211 

Amen (Amun, Amen-Min) 25, 27 n. 34, 
29 also n. 43, 30 n. 46, 129 
amulets 101, 102, 103, 110, 117 also 
n. 99, 136, 144, 229, 241 
‘Anat 38 n. 98, 141 
Anatolia 36, 85, 86, 188, 189 
ancestor statues 104 n. 41 
anchors 39 
angel of Yahweh 220 
aniconism (aniconic) 17, 18, 19, 21, 22 
also n. 6, 29 n. 43, 30 also n. 46, 34, 35, 
36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 42, 43, 73, 79, 91, 95, 
97, 98, 99, 101, 106 n. 49, 112, 123, 
132, 137, 138, 139, 140, 148, 149, 151, 
152, 153, 154 n. 251, n. 253, 155 also 
n. 255, 158, 167, 171 also n. 64, 173, 
174, 175, 176, 177 also n. 14, 178, 181, 
183, 184, 185 also n. 53, 187, 188, 189, 
190, 192 n. 83, 193, 194 also n. 89, 195, 
197, 198, 199 also n. 109 200 also n. 
110, 201 also n. 115, 202, 203, 204 also 


n. 122, 205, 206, 210, 211, 212, 218, 
219 n. 54, 220, 221 n. 61, 222, 223, 224, 
228, 229, 230, 232, 239, 240 
animals 36, 38, 42, 55, 100, 110, 132, 
151 

ankh 26, 27 also n. 34, 28 
anthropomorphism (anthropomorphic, an- 
thropomorphically) 17, 21, 22 also n. 
7, 24, 28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 also n. 70, 
35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42 also n. 
116, 76, 89, 90, 97, 98 n. 4, 99, 100, 
101, 102 also n. 27, 104, 106 n. 49, 107, 
109, 110, 111, 113, 114, 121, 122, 123, 
124, 125, 127, 128, 129, 130, 131 also 
n. 179, 132 n. 185, 134, 135, 138, 139, 
141, 142, 143, 145, 146, 148, 149, 152, 
153, 154 also n. 253, 166, 174, 179, 
183, 187, 199, 205, 206, 207, 208, 209, 
210, 211, 212, 215, 218, 222 also n. 68, 
223, 224, 226, 228, 233, 240 n. 29 
anti-iconism 17, 22 n. 7, 42, 139, 145, 
148, 153, 154, 155, 171, 201, 202, 203, 
248 

Anu 22 n. 5,31 n. 48, 60, 209, 237 

Anubis 129 

Anzu 206,208 

Apis 111, 129 also n. 158 

apkallu 64 
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Apsu 49,51,56,59,68 
Arad 79, 136, 137 also n. 202, 138, 139, 
154, 181, 197, 198, 200, 202, 203, 205, 
218 

ark 82, 85, 86, 87, 179, 191, 198, 203, 
222, 224, 228, 229, 241, 242, 243 n. 36 
army 26, 154, 161, 166, 243 also n. 39, 
244 

Asalluhi 52, 55, 60, 61, 64, 66, 67, 69 
Ashdod 126, 162, 218 n. 50, 241 
Asherah (asherah, asherim, Asherah image) 
18, 38 n. 98, 81, 97, 122 also n. 131, 
123, 125, 132, 137 n. 202, 140, 142, 
143, 145, 146 also n. 232, 149, 151, 
154, 155, 157, 158, 166, 181, 182, 183, 
219 also n. 53, 239 

Ashkelon 100 n. 12, 126, 129, 135, 139, 
145 n. 228, 169 
‘Ashtar-Kemosh 144 
asipu 49 also n. 16 
Assur 32, 35, 48, 163, n. 32 
Assurbanipal 127, 165 
Assyrian palace reliefs 124, 128, 139 
‘Astarte 38 n. 98, 42, 115, 157 
astral symbols 39, 157, 179, 184 
atef crown 114, 118, 121, 129, 130 also 
n. 166 

Aten (Aton) 27, 28 n. 35, 211, 223, 226 
attribute (attributes) 26, 31, 33, 36, 42, 
43, 131, 141 
axe 125 
Aya 66 

Baal (Ba‘al) 29 n. 43, 39, 40 also n. 108, 
42, 104 n. 40, 157, 191 n. 75, 215, 220 
n. 55 

Baal Hammon 151 
Baal Zaphon 39 

Babylon 48 also n. 8, 49, 50, 56, 67, 166, 
183, 234, 238 

bamoth 114, 155, 181, 182, 183, 205 
Bastet 114, 129 
Beersheba 181 
Belet-ill 58,60,64,208 
Bes 43, 81, 116, 143, 144, 145 
Bethel 17,18,79, 80, 82,154 n. 251,162, 
179, 181, 184, 189, 190, 191 n. 75, 192 
also n. 83, 203, 205 n. 3, 218, 239, 240 


betyls (bt'l) 194, 195, 197 also n. 95, 203 
birth 46, 53, 56, 58, 59, 60, 63, 64, 207, 
230 

bit mummu 60 
blessing 222 

body of God 206, 207, 208, 211, 223, 
227, 228 

book 19, 21, 101, 230, 231, 232, 240, 
242, 243 also n. 38, 244, 245, 246, 247 
book religions 16, 230, 231, 232, 243 
breasts 105, 107, 109, 117 n. 98, 118, 
122, 131 n. 184 

bronzes (bronze serpent, bronze statuettes) 
38 also n. 99, 40, 100 n. 12, 101, 103, 
107, 109, 110, 114, 123, 129 also n. 
158, 179, 181, 182, 212, 213, 239 n. 26 
bronze statuary 100 also n. 12, 110, 145 
n. 228 

Bubastis 117 
buginnu 58, 59 
bulla(e) 134, 179, 184 
bull iconography (bull, bull-calf, bull 
figurines, bull image, bulls, bull statue, 
calf, Golden Calf) 17, 18, 31, 32, 34, 
36, 38, 40, 41 also n. 115, 82, 85, 110, 
111, 117, 129, 162, 181, 184, 189, 190, 
191 also n. 75, 191 n. 76, 192 also n. 83, 
203, 218, 239 also n. 27, 240 also n. 29 
Bull Site 110 n. 68, 191 also n. 77, 197 
bunnannu 61 

Canaanite (Canaanite religion) 17, 43, 
98, 216, 217 

canon 230, 232, 241 n. 31 
cat 144 

chariot 30, 35, 37, 38, 42, 79, 125 also n. 

141, 151, 160, 161, 166, 169 
cherubim 82, 144, 148, 149 also n. 241, 
152 

cherubim throne 73, 82, 90, 91, 92, 148, 
149, 184, 185 also n. 53, 187, 188, 189, 
192, 193, 198, 201, 202 n. 20, 203, 204 
also n. 122, 224, 228 
circumcision 202 
clothing (dressing) 31,89 
clothing of Yhwh 89 
composite statues 128 
consecration 18, 45, 46, 65, 67 n. 82 
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contagion 242 
cosmic axis 227 

craftsmen 29, 46, 54, 55, 57, 61, 62, 63, 
66, 69, 71, 235, 236, 237, 239, 245, 246 
creation (procreation, creation theology) 

54, 66, 70, 93, 188, 207 
crescent 40 n. 113, 100, 134, 209 
crown 31, 36, 65, 93, 114, 118, 123, 124, 

125, 130, 135, 146, 209, 219 n. 53, 225, 
235, 237, 238 

cult (cults, cultic, cultic symbols) 23 n. 
8, 25 n. 20, 34, 42, 46, 59, 73, 74, 76, 
81, 82, 86, 87, 88, 89, 90, 91, 98, 100, 
102 also n. 27, 103, 106 also n. 49, 107, 
109, 110, 111, 117, 121, 128, 131 also 
n. 181, 132, 134, 135 136, 137, 138, 
139, 140, 141, 142, 146, 151, 155 also 
n. 255, 157, 161, 167, 171, 174, 175, 
176, 178, 179, 180, 181, 182, 183, 184 
also n. 47, 1865, 186, 190, 191, 192, 
193, 194, 195, 197, 198, 199, 200, 201, 
202, 203, 204 also n. 122, 205 also n. 3, 
210, 217, 218, 219, 222, 223, 229, 230, 
232, 233, 235, 236, 239, 240, 242, 243, 
247, 248 

cult centralisation 240, 247 

cult(ic) image 12, 22, 23 n. 8, 29, 33, 35, 

55, 59, 73, 79 also n. 30, 86, 89 95 n. 
124, 97, 103, 106 n. 49, 107, 128, 143, 
148, 149, 154 also n. 251, 180, 186, 
187, 225, 226, 234 also n. 8, 237, 238, 
241 

cult reform 132 

cult stands 102, 105, 111, 131, 209, 219 
n. 53 

cult(ic) statue 17, 18, 22, 42, 46, 73, 76, 
77, 78, 83, 87, 88, 91, 92, 94, 123, 124 
also n. 140, 125, 126, 128, 139, 141, 
148, 152, 153, 154 n. 253, 187 also n. 
61, 225, 244, 246 
Cybele 37 

cylinder seals 32, 35, 39 n. 101, 40, 142, 
209, 210 

dagger 141, 163 
Dagon 179, 180, 241 
Dan 17, 113, 116, 117, 122, 139, 197, 
205 n. 3, 217 n. 45, 218, 239 n. 27 


Decalogue 175, 176, 177, 178, 180, 184, 
202 

Deir ‘Alla 108, 117, 122 
deportation 127 

Deuteronomists (Deuteronomistic, Deutero- 
nomistic diction) 82, 92, 111 n. 70, 
112, 144, 148, 154 also n. 251, 171, 
175, 177 also n. 14, 178, 181, 184, 189, 
198, 201, 202 also n. 120, 204 also n. 
122, 205, 206, 210 n. 53, 221; 240, 242, 
244, 247, 248 

divine couples 118, 122, 130, 131 n. 183, 
141 

divine image (divine images) 18, 21, 23 
n. 8, 30 n. 46, 42, 45, 47, 50, 51, 52 n. 
32, 55, 57, 67 n. 82, 69, 73, 74, 77, 82, 
83, 84, 85, 86, 89, 90, 93, 95, 161, 162, 
163, 164, 169, 171, 189, 190, 203, 218, 
229, 230, 233, 234, 235, 238, 240, 242 
also n. 35, 243 

divine representations 23, 36 n. 85, 38, 
206, 209, 211, 212, 223, 224, 226, 228 
divine standards 26, 35 
divine statue (divine statues) 36, 45, 76, 
77, 78, 81, 83, 84, 86, 87, 89, 90, 93, 
124, 125, 224, 242, 243 
divine symbol (divine symbols) 21, 23 
also n. 8, 26 n. 21, 33, 35, 38, 41, 45, 
74, 77, 85, 125 n. 141, 224, 244 
divine weapons 22 n. 5 
djet- pillar 26 
dmwt 93 
doves 105, 107 
dream theophany 208 
drink (drinking) 47, 76, 88, 89 
Dur-Sharrukin/Khorsabad (Dur-Sharruken/ 
Khorsabad) 125 also n. 141, 158, 163 
n. 32, 167, 168, 170, 171 
Dusares 195 

Ea 50 also n. 22, 51, 52 also n. 33, 54 
also n. 45, 55, 56, 57 n. 52, 58, 59 also 
n. 61, 60, 61, 62, 64, 66, 68, 69, 77, 208, 
236, 237 
eating 76 
Ebla 141, 197 
Edom 130, 138, 139, 218 
Ekarzagina 50 also n. 22, n. 23, 51, 60 


266 


INDEX 


El/Ilu 38 also n. 99, 40, 118, 121, 190, 
191 also n. 75, 192, 198, 216 
Elephantine (Elephantine papyri) 75 also 
n. 8, 79, 80 

elite 154, 209, 210, 252 
Emar 85, 86, 197, 199 
emblem (emblems) 191 n. 75, 209, 210, 
218, 219 n. 53, 224 

empty chariot (-socle, -space aniconism, 
-throne(s), -wagon, sacred emptiness) 
22, 30 n. 46, 35 also n. 78, 38, 42, 73, 
91, 149 also n. 240, 184, 185, 186, 187, 
189, 192, 195 also n. 95, 198, 199, 201, 
202 also n. 120, 203, 204, 224, 225, 226 
‘En Haseva 130, 131, 134 also n. 196, 
138, 139, 154 

Enlil 31 n. 48, 60, 208, 209, 234 
enthronement 65, 68, 69, 87, 185 
epiphany 21, 61, 72 
Erra 237 

Esagila 50, 51 also n. 25, 56, 234 
exile 75, 136, 154, 155, 178, 183 n. 44, 
200, 201 

faience 101, 117, 217 n. 45 
family piety 209 
fertility 43, 219 n. 53 
figurine(s) 79, 102, 104, 107, 108, 117, 
119 also n. 120, 121, 122 also n. 131, 
123, 132, 139, 149, 152, 181, 184 n. 53, 
234 n. 8 

first commandment 176,178,180, 201, 202 

flower 124 

folklore 221 

food 47, 76, 88, 89, 94 

footstool 198, 203, 225 

fumigations 57 

Gathru 141 

Gaza 124 also n. 139, 127, 128, 139, 169 
also n. 57 

glyptic (glyptic iconography) 16, 100, 
101, 110, 111, 134 
Golden Age 244 
goldsmith 239 
Gushkinbanda 237, 239 

hairdress 108 


Haldi 38, 162, 163 also n. 32 
Harpocrates 129 
Hathor 24 also n. 13, 25 
Hazor 40 also n. Ill, 41 also n. 114, 
103, 104 also n. 41, 113, 180 n. 25, 197, 
199, 200, 212, 217 n. 45 
heart 64,66,67,235 
Heliopolis 26 
henotheism 142 
Heqet 129 
Hermaphrodite 144 
Hierapolis 199 
hieros logos 94 

holiness (holy) 19, 221, 222, 223, 228, 
242, 243 

holy water basin 51 also n. 27, n. 28, 52, 
58, 58, 59, 69 

horse-and-rider figurines 121, 152 
Horus 26, 129 
Horvat Qitmit —> Qitmit 
house-cults 209 

house of God (house of yhwh) 75, 76, 
88, 91 

huwasi stones 36 n. 88 
hypostasis 92 

ibis 26 also n. 23 

iconism (iconic) 17, 21, 22 also n. 6, 28, 

29, 35, 39, 40, 42, 43, 97, 98, 106 n. 49, 
131, 139, 146, 153, 154, 157, 158, 159, 
167, 171, 174, 175, 184, 185 also n. 52, 
186, 189, 190, 193, 195 n. 95, 199, 200 
n. 110, 201, 203, 204, 229 

iconoclasm (destruction of images) 22 
also n. 6, n. 7, 29, 30, 40 n. Ill, 42, 
154, 155, 175, 181, 183 n. 44, 194, 201, 
240, 247 

iconography (iconographic) 15, 16 also n. 
7, 19, 21, 22, 23 also n. 8, n. 9, 26, 27 n. 

30, 29, 32 also n. 32, 36 n. 85, 38, 42, 
80, 98 n. 4, 100 n. 12, 101, 102 also n. 
27, 106 n. 49, 112 also n. 74, 114, 121, 
122 also n. 131, 123, 125, 128, 130 n. 
167, 131, 142, 143, 144, 145, 148, 149, 
152, 182, 185, 186, 188, 189, 191, 192, 
195, 198, 201, 202, 203, 210, 217, 219 
n. 53, 224, 225, 226, 228 

identity 22, 126 


INDEX 


267 


image (images) 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 
23, 27, 29 also n. 43, 30 also n. 46, 33, 
35, 36, 40 n. Ill, 43, 46 also n. 3, n. 4, 
n. 5, 47, 50, 52 also n. 33, 53, 54, 55, 
56, 57, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 
69 also n. 88, 70, 71, 72, 80, 82, 91, 98 
n. 4, 99 n. 6, 111, 118, 122, 123, 137, 

140, 142, 143, 144, 146, 148, 151, 157, 
161, 162, 166, 171, 173, 174, 175, 176, 
177, 179, 180, 181 also n. 33, 182, 183, 
also n. 41, 184, 185 also n. 52, 187, 193, 
197 n. 100, 199, 200, 202, 205, 210, 
211, 219, 223, 224, 225 also n. 81, 226 
also n. 84, 228, 229, 230, 232, 233, 235, 
238, 239 also n. 27, 240, 241, 242, 243 
also n. 39, 244, 245, 246, 247, 248 

impurity (impure) 53, 54, 242 
Inanna (Ishtar) 22 n. 5, 33, 65 n. 78 
incantations 47 n. 7, 48, 50, 51 n. 28, 52 
also n. 30, 53 also n. 35, 54, 55, 56 also 
n. 48, 58, 59 also n. 61 n. 65, 60 also 
n. 68, 61 also n. 70, 62 also n. 74, 63 
n. 76, 64 also n. 77, 65, 66 also n. 88, 67 
also n. 84 n. 85, 68, 69, 70, 71 
incense 47, 51 n. 28, 58, 76, 89 
innovation 238 
insignia 236 
investiture 65, 69 
Isis 25, 26, 129 

ivory (ivory-carvings) 39, 101, 128, 132 
ivory statuary 132 

Jerusalem 17, 18, 74, 83, 91, 92, 98, 103, 
106 also n. 49, 112, 123, 130, 138, 141, 
148, 150, 154 also n. 253, 170, 186 187, 
189, 192, 195 n. 95, 203, 205, 215, 218 
n. 48, 239, 240, 247, 248 
jewellery (jewels) 89, 123 
Job stela 38 n. 99 
Josephus 94 

Josiah 146 also n. 232, 154, 197 
Juvenal 23 

kabod {kabod- theology) 92, 93, 94, 154, 
221 n. 60 

Khirbet el-Kom (Khirbet el-Qom) 140, 

141, 239 

Khorsabad Annals 159, 162, 163 n. 32 


king 27 also n. 34, 30, 32, 33 also n. 64, 
36, 38, 39, 56, 63, 67, 72, 83, 86, 116, 
124, 125, 131, 135, 148, 160, 162, 163, 
168, 187, 219 n. 51, 224, 225 also n. 81, 
226, 227 n. 91, n. 94, 228, 233, 236, 
237, 243 n. 38, 244, 245 
ks’ kbwd 93 

kudurru (-stones, -reliefs) 33, 34, 35, 209 
Kultmittelbeschworung 51 n. 28, 52 n. 

29 n. 30, 57, 58, 59, 68, 69 
Kuntillet ‘Ajrud 75, 81, 97, 138, 140, 
142, 143, 144, 145, 239 

lamassu 63 64, 65 
Letter of Aristeas 243 n. 38 
Him 88 

libation (libations) 56, 57, 61, 88, 195 
lightning 33, 34, 42, 125 
lihsu 63 

limestone sculpture 118,122 
lion (lion-dragon, lioness, lion heads) 24, 
25, 31, 32, 36, 37, 38, 41, 78, 105, 106, 
114, 116, 131 also n. 184, 151, 152, 
198,218 
Logos 247 

Maat 25, 26 
magical circle 51, 56, 62 
Marduk 29 n. 43, 34, 50, 51, 60, 77, 86, 
100, 134, 164, 206, 207, 208, 209, 210, 
211,223, 234, 235, 237 
Mari 197, 199, 243 n. 39 
mask 117 

masmassu 49 also n. 17, 61 
masseboth ( msbh ) 17, 79, 80, 106 n. 49, 

112, 131, 134, 137, 139, 149, 154, 155 
also n. 255, 158, 165, 181, 182, 183 also 
n. 99, n. 100, 198, 201 also n. 117, 202, 
203, 205, 206 n. 5 
mass production 110,123 
mediator 63, 66, 69, 226, 227 
Melqart 195, 198 
menorah 90,94 
mental iconography 154, 187 
merkaba mystics 207 
metal statuary 103, 113, 129, 135 
metaphorisation 187 
Milkom 118, 121, 218 n. 51 
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Min 129 

miniature shrines 234 
Mischwesen 32, 143, 144, 188 
Moab 129, 130, 139 
Moloch 157 

monotheism (monotheist, monotheistic, 
monotheistic cults) 21, 29 also n. 43, 
97, 157, 158, 183, 221 n. 61, 224 n. 72 
moon god of Harran 134 
Moses 84, 148, 179, 182, 220, 223 also 
n. 70, 240, 241, 244, 245, 248 
mother goddess 59, 64, 119, 123 
mould (moulds) 100 n. 12, 116, 119, 
123, 248 

mouth-opening (pit pi) 45, 46, 47, 48, 
49, 52, 57, 58, 62, 64, 69, 70 n. 91, 71 
mouth-washing (mis pi, washing the 
mouth) 45, 46, 47 also n. 7, 48 also n. 
13, 49, 50 also n. 23, 51 also n. 28, 52 
also n. 29, n. 30, n. 32, 53, 54 n. 44, 55, 
56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62 also n. 73, 63, 
64, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72, 77, 238 
myth of origin 53, 62 

Nabateans 193, 194, 195, 201, 204 
Nabonidus 238 

Nabu 35 n. 72, 100, 134, 164, 209 
Name theology 175, 177 also n. 14, n. 
15, 178, 184, 185, 189, 201, 202 n. 120, 
204 also n. 122 
naos 107, 116, 128 
Nehushtan 154 n. 251, 184, 203, 239 
Neith 129 n. 158 
Nephtys 25 

New Year festival 233, 234 
Nimrud 48, 124, 158 
Nimrud Prism (of Sargon II) 79, 125, 
159, 162, 163, 165, 166, 167, 171, 189 
Ninhursag 64 
Ninkurra 60, 62 
Ninildu 60, 62, 237 
Nintu 64 

Ninurta 207, 208, 209, 210, 211, 223 
Nut 25 

offerings 39 n. 103, 57, 60, 66, 67, 68, 
77, 89 

official religion 122, 139 


omen 234, 235 

open-air cult places (open air sanctuaries) 
183, 186, 198, 205, 206, 218, 228 
oral tradition 248 
Osiris 26, 129 also n. 158 
ostrich(es) 26, 132 

papahu 49 
papyrus scroll 114 
paredros 118, 122, 142, 151, 152 
pedestal (postament) 17, 31, 36, 40, 78, 
82, 190 also n. 73, 191 also n. 75, 192, 
203, 218, 219 n. 53 
pesel umasseka 239 n. 27 
Phoenicia 86, 114, 116, 132, 189, 195, 
203 

pillar figurines 107, 118, 119, 121, 122 
also nn. 131-132, 123, 132, 157, 219 
n. 53 

plaque figurines 107, 108, 109, 118, 132, 
218 n. 50 

polemic (polemics) 136, 138, 180, 239 
political theology 224, 225, 226, 227 
polytheism (polytheistic) 29 n. 43, 43, 
79, 97, 157, 158, 158, 159, 161, 167, 
171, 201 

Potnia Theron 219 n. 53 
pre-existence 245, 246 
Priestly Document 92, 93 
priest(s) 46, 49, 51, 52, 53, 55, 56, 57, 
60, 61, 62, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69 also n. 
88, 70, 72, 76, 77, 145, 233, 235, 239 
procession (processions, procession of 
YHWH, procession of cult statues) 46 n. 
5, 49, 53, 54, 55, 56, 65, 67, 68, 70, 77, 
85 also n. 71, 86, 87, 91, 124, 233, 243 
prohibition of images 17, 73, 95, 137, 
143, 174, 175 also n. 6, 176, 177 also n. 
15, 178 also n. 17, 179, 182, 183 also n. 
43, 184 also n. 47, 185, 189, 200 also n. 
Ill, 201 also n. 115, 202, 204, 229 
prophetic visions 81, 89, 94 
protective spirits 32 
Ptah 24 

purification (purity) 45, 51, 51 n. 28, 52, 
53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 61, 63 also n. 
75, 64, 66, 68, 71, 87, 183, 221, 223, 
227, 242 
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quadruped 104 also n. 42, 109 
Qaus (Qos, QWS) 136, 139 
Qitmit (Qitmlt) 117, 130, 131 also n. 180 
n. 183, 132 also n. 185, 135, 136, 137, 
138, 139, 154, 218, 219 n. 53 
Queen of Heaven 146, 157 
Qur’an 247 

Ra (Ra-Harakhty) 26, 27 
Rashap (Resep) 141, 214, 215 
reform of Hezekiah 179,181 
reform of Josiah 146 n. 232, 179, 182, 
203 

Renenutet 128 
replica(s) 123, 233, 234 
representation (representations, represent) 
21, 22 n. 5, 27, 28, 29, 30 also n. 46, 
33, 35, 37, 38, 39, 40, 42, 43 also n. 
121, 80, 86, 100, 101, 102 also n. 27, 
110, 112, 121, 122, 123, 125 n. 143, 
128, 131 also n. 183, 142, 143, 145, 
151, 153, 154 n. 251, 157, 166, 174, 
179, 182, 183, 186, 190, 191 n. 75, 195, 
199, 202 n. 120, 205, 206 also n. 5, 
209, 210, 211, 212, 217, 218, 219 also 
n. 53, 221 also n. 61, 222 also n. 68, 

226, 236, 240 

revelation (reveal, revealed) 244, 246, 
247 

rite de passage (rite of separation, rite of 
transition) 47 n. 7, 51, 54 also n. 42, n. 
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